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  The Letter ‘C’


  Early September, 1924


  Fffoooshhhhhhh…


  Darla squeezed her eyes shut, temporarily blinded...again.


  The brilliant flash of white light faded and jumbled orange afterimages leapt and danced behind her eyelids. Orange became deep red and darkness closed in, absolute.


  Clicketty, Clicketty…


  Darla heard a familiar sound. She concentrated, trying to identify it.


  Oh, I know!


  It was the end of a movie, the part where the projector runs out of pictures to show: empty frames flowing by, one after the other.


  …Clicketty, Clicketty, Clicketty…


  Clack. The sound of the projector stopped, revealing a high-pitched whistling noise.


  Is that wind?


  Darla opened her eyes, confused.


  Where am I?


  The darkness in front of her lifted. Large foamy lumps coalesced around her.


  She looked in amazement and smiled. The lumps were billowing clouds.


  Darla was moving through the air, suspended.


  Why aren't I falling?


  Then it hit her.


  I'm flying!


  Darla swooped and soared, the sun casting a warm yellow glow on her pale skin. Her fingertips glittered in the brilliant sunlight.


  She rolled over on her back, her short, curly orange hair bobbing in the swirling air.


  Darla felt completely content as she floated, enveloped by a soft-white iridescent shimmer. Warm water vapor tickled her chin and she giggled.


  


  After a timeless instant, things changed.


  Darla felt a looming presence. Large, angular, black shapes materialized nearby. They pushed aside the happy clouds, tearing them to shreds.


  Those are wings!


  Orderly ranks of huge black birds solidified around her. They were enormous. Any one of these monsters could easily swallow her whole.


  The birds lined up in formation with Darla, none of them attacking her—at least, not yet.


  Darla looked up, down, and sideways. She was completely surrounded. She felt a little nervous.


  Instinctively, Darla veered away from the flapping horde, but her movements were instantly matched. What? She tried another slight direction change. Same thing: the entire flock turned simultaneously with her. It was almost like they were following her.


  But why me?


  Without warning, the wind became a maelstrom. Darla was buffeted mercilessly by conflicting updrafts and downdrafts.


  Hey, this wind is really messing up my…um…flying…


  She blinked and looked down. Way below her were little specks that looked like houses. The ground looked really really far away.


  Oh dear…


  Darla began to fall. The birds did not follow.


  That figures…


  As she fell, the birds spoke in unison.


  Hold on…that can’t be right, can it? Birds can’t talk!


  The sound was squawky, but the words became sensical as she concentrated.


  “…D-D-D-DARLING. MISS D-D-DARLING.”


  As Darla plummeted helplessly through the rushing void, she noticed a funny smell.


  Wait a minute…


  Then she remembered. Not clouds: smoke.


  Oh shit!


  Darla woke up.


  


  “Meez Darling!”


  Darla opened her eyes and immediately began to cough. What? She couldn’t remember where she was or what she had been doing.


  It was so dark in here. She squinted, her eyes tearing up as she continued hacking. She noticed a vague, undulating plume of something white hanging in front of her.


  Smoke! Am I on fire?


  Darla was about to leap to her feet when she felt something between the fingers of her right hand. She glanced down, her eyes finally adjusting enough to see.


  A cigarette rested lightly between her index and middle finger. It had burned about halfway down and was releasing a prodigious volume of thick, stinky smoke into the air around her. She closed her eyes and waved with her left hand, trying to dispel the noxious cloud. Her cough subsided.


  A cigarette? What am I…


  Then it all came back in a rush. Oh, dear God.


  Darla remembered hour after hour of sitting, shifting restlessly and smoking—the endless smoking. She must have smoked at least fifty of these god-awful things. While Darla sat, literally dying of boredom, grownups rushed around and yelled at her: “Sit still, sit still.” The faceless woman, Darla assumed she was an assistant to the photographer, was the worst. It was probably her boring voice that caused Darla to fall asleep in the first place. This was a new low: Darla Darling falling asleep at a paying job. How far she had fallen. Best not to dwell on it.


  Darla recalled the blacks birds. What a weird dream. In fact, this was the weirdest job that Darla had ever had. What was it all about? She tried asking earlier, but they had just laughed. Well, it was a photo shoot. That much was clear. But why on earth would they want pictures of her sitting on a black box, smoking cigarettes? It makes no sense!


  Then Darla heard shuffling and clucking to her left. She flinched involuntarily.


  The fucking chicken.


  “Meez Darling, could you open your eyes—please? You keep closing them, dear. Hold your right hand up six inches or so. Would you mind, dear? Thanks dear,” the assistant politely harangued her in a flat monotone.


  Directly in front of Darla was an older man behind a large camera. That had to be the cereal-ist. Darla couldn’t see his face. She couldn’t see any of them.


  Darla sat on a black cube in a dark space some ten feet or so in front of a camera. Above her hung a single bare light bulb which didn’t provide very much in the way of light. Every now and then there was a flash so bright, Darla was completely blinded for a several minutes. In between these flashes, the assistant came up and adjusted Darla’s pose, giving her fresh cigarettes as needed. Darla’s vision was so messed up by the light from the flash that she had not actually seen this woman’s face yet.


  Darla glanced surreptitiously at the chicken next to her. She thought about the black birds again. They certainly weren’t chickens. She wasn’t sure what they were. Crows? Blackbirds? Mabel would know.


  “Hold it,” the assistant said in the same bland voice. Darla froze. The chicken shuffled its feet and turned around. Darla glared at it from the corner of her eye. Shit, you foul bird, hold still! Didn’t you hear her?


  Fffoooshhhhhhh…


  Then the flash went off and Darla saw nothing but a huge blob of red in front of her useless eyes. This bird keeps ruining every fucking picture!


  Darla heard the assistant come over and say something soothing to the chicken in a foreign language. Lots of oohs and ahhs. French? Mabel would know.


  Darla’s stomach grumbled.


  God, I am fucking starving!


  She had been here for hours and they hadn’t given her anything to eat yet. What a bunch of amateurs. Starving an actor on a job was such an inconsiderate thing to do. Sometimes Darla felt like she was the only professional in a vast sea, no, an ocean of incompetence.


  What had possessed Murray to send her here anyway?


  Darla hissed like a snake at the thought of her uncle, who was also her “manager” and her agent. He was her mother’s older brother. Darla considered what it might be like to have an older brother. All she had was what’s-his-name, who was still in diapers. Darla's older sister Mabel was seventeen, a number so vast that it hardly seemed real. But an older brother…what would that be like?


  Uncle Murray had found her this shitty job, just like the one before and the one before that. Darla supposed she was lucky to have the work. At least that’s what her mother kept telling her. “Murray is doing the best he can, honey.” Yeah, he’s a big-time wheeler dealer. Big-time fucking idiot was more like it.


  Today’s “job” was to pose for a photographer. He was some kind of a cereal-ist, apparently. Darla had no fucking idea what a cereal-ist was. Neither did her mother. She had assured Darla the job was legit though. Murray knew a guy who knew a guy.


  What Darla couldn’t understand was this: where was the fucking cereal? She had been here for hours and hours and had seen no sign of cereal or toast or any other breakfast food. Not so much as a fucking waffle! She was starving. Her stomach grumbled again. She hoped no one else heard it.


  Darla couldn’t wait to get out of here.


  Where she really should be is back at the Aurora. Her heart hurt just thinking about the Aurora. Her ignominious firing during the summer had left a bitter taste in her mouth—actually, not unlike these awful cigarettes. What a hatchet job. The new boss of the theatre, whom Darla had never even met, sent his meanest lackey, Harry the stage manager, to fire her after the last show of the week.


  Darla blamed her useless uncle. Murray had negotiated the fucking contract. He had been the one who had insisted on a written contract in the first place. Darla later learned that none of the other performers at the Aurora even had contracts. When Murray first mentioned having a contract, Darla had no clue what a contract was. After Murray pedantically explained the concept to her, Darla was doubtful. Yes, a contract protected the artist to some extent, but it also made things so formal, so rigid. No matter how much stuff you wrote down, there were always things you couldn’t think of. And contracts made people nervous. Darla understood that a big motion picture star might need one. Take Douglas Fairbanks, he certainly needed a contract. There was big money on the line.


  But did Darla Darling really need a written contract? So, just to prove her instincts right, the theatre used her measly, hole-riddled contract against her. Harry, the low-life stage manager, reading from a note obviously written by someone vastly more intelligent than he was, quoted some paragraph and section number of her blasted contract. Ugh! He said that Darla had failed to live up to her written agreement. Of course she protested. Weren’t they going to give her any notice? But according to the fine print of her contract they didn’t have to.


  Then Harry told her the kicker: they already hired a younger girl to take Darla’s place. Younger. Younger?


  The thought made Darla want to weep. Had she really just been fired for being too old—at age five?


  Murray, what a useless piece of shit he was. Did he come down to the theatre to help Darla out, to represent her interests? Did he talk to the owner in person? No, instead he called them on the phone. That was it. That’s all he did. Darla was furious. It was times like those when she wished she was older. Here she was not even able to read yet. If Darla had read the contract herself, she would have made sure that it was, well, that it was better.


  So Darla was fired from her dream job. She loved working at the Aurora so much. The thought of never standing on stage again made her so acutely sad that a tear involuntarily formed at the corner of her eye. No! Darla willed herself to relax. She would work a real job again. She would perform for real again. In her mind, she pictured other child performers. They were so lucky. What about those Our Gang kids? They were the coolest. She swallowed the lump in her throat.


  “Could you inhale for us, little dear?” the assistant asked from behind the lights.


  Sure. Darla was a professional. She would do what she was asked to do. She lifted her right hand to her lips and sucked on the nasty cigarette. At that exact moment, without any warning, the chicken turned towards her and pecked her left ear.


  Fffoooshhhhhhh…


  The sharp pain made Darla gasp and she inadvertently inhaled at least a cubic yard of acrid smoke in one breath. Instantly she doubled over coughing and fell off the black cube. She writhed on the floor, choking and gagging helplessly. She just couldn’t stop. Her spasms went on for so long that they had to end the shoot right then and there. After they finally lifted her onto unsteady feet, she tried to apologize, but she couldn’t even speak. Tears streamed down her cheeks.


  Darla couldn’t tell if the people there were relieved or annoyed. Some of them were actually laughing. Oh, very funny. Jerks.


  Then, without so much as a word of thanks, they hustled her out a side door. The day looked impossibly bright. Darla held up her hands and squinted against the blinding stream of sunlight.


  As the door closed behind her, Darla heard someone say, “‘C’ is done. Set up ‘D’ please.” Then she heard the yelp of what sounded like a small dog. It sounded like someone had just stepped on its tail. Poor Doggie! Darla was disgusted.


  Fucking Amateurs.
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  The Jerk


  Darla shielded her eyes and tried to orient herself.


  Where was her mother? Darla looked carefully at each car parked at the curb. Unfortunately, they all looked alike, so instead she looked for the familiar silhouette of her mother’s impeccable hairdo. Nope, no mother. That stupid fuck up. It looked like she had stranded Darla again. God, her mother really didn’t give a shit, did she?


  Darla felt like crap. She had been sitting on a wooden box for the last twelve hours and her ass hurt like hell. Her mother, of course, had abandoned Darla. It was all so fucking typical.


  She coughed spasmodically and spat up something nasty on the sidewalk at her feet. A lady walking by, dressed in a nice skirt and wearing a beautiful hat, looked down at her in disgust. Glaring at the woman, Darla wiped her mouth with the back of her hand. What are you looking at lady? Haven’t you ever seen a small child cough up a lung before?


  Darla was so light-headed. She felt like she was going to fall over onto the pavement. She had never fainted before and wondered if this is what it felt like. It certainly didn’t feel very good.


  Darla was standing in front of a dingy shop that sold clothes or something similar. There were fabrics and manikins all over the place—boring grownup stuff. She turned and regarded her reflection in the shop’s grimy window.


  Darla was small for her age at just under 38 inches tall.


  Her hair was cut quite short. This was mostly at her own insistence. Her mother wanted her hair long, as was the fashion for young girls, but Darla kept sneaking into the bathroom with scissors to hack it all off. She hated it long. It got in the way of everything. If she was occasionally confused for a boy, then that was the price she was willing to pay for freedom. Her mother finally agreed to let her keep it short, as long as her mother was the one that did the cutting. Darla could live with that. You had to pick your fights.


  Darla’s hair, what was left of it, was orange. A very pale, pastel orange, like the color of a half-melted orange Popsicle. Several tightly curled ringlets hung down just above her eyes like twisted bangs. She allowed this touch of girlishness, seeing as it really didn’t affect her very much.


  Darla’s most obvious feminine trait was her eyes. She had long pale eyelashes and large, beautiful blue eyes that glittered with an inner light. Her eyes, deep wells of blue, ringed with indigo, glittered with intensity and intelligence. Some very young children have a blank look. At the point when they begin to think for themselves, their eyes change. They become charged with their own self-consciousness. Darla was born that way.


  Darla’s skin was pale—almost white. Despite day after day spent in the endless Los Angeles sun, the only thing she had to show for it was a meandering spray of freckles that started on her cheeks and ended on her forehead. Darla wasn’t really sure how she felt about her freckles. She really couldn’t see the point of them.


  Darla’s head began to clear. All that coughing had really gotten to her.


  She considered her situation and opened the small pocketbook hanging from her shoulder. Darla never went anywhere without her trusty pocketbook. She needed a place to carry shit and that was that. She rummaged inside and found her coin purse and unsnapped it, peering into its cavernous depths. She counted: five pennies. Damn. That was nowhere near taxi fare.


  Darla was always broke. Why didn’t she get to spend more of the money she earned? That was another thing that nearly drove Darla mad. Why couldn’t she open a bank account? Her mother could, so why couldn’t she? She knew the money she made from her acting jobs was not that significant, but it was the fact she didn’t control any of it that bothered her. Why did everyone treat her like a child? Why did children have so few rights?


  She closed her coin purse and looked glumly around at the street she was on. She was going to have to find a fucking phone and call her goddamn, good-for-nothing mother and beg for a fucking ride home. Great. Street signs were useless to Darla because she couldn’t read. Man, life was tough. Was there anything that she could do?


  Come to think of it, there was something she could do. She peered back into the shop window to see if she could spot a clock. Mabel had recently taught her how to tell time and now Darla liked to keep track of it just because she knew how to. She hadn’t really figured out why it was useful yet, but it was fun. She saw a clock on the wall that read 2:15.


  Wait a minute. It was only 2:15? When Darla had arrived at the photo shoot, the clock there had said one. Darla calculated and realized that she had only been at the shoot for an hour and fifteen minutes. Impossible! It had felt like days. That was the longest hour and fifteen minutes of her entire life.


  Surveying the street ahead, Darla realized she had been in this part of L.A. before. She recognized the familiar outline of a movie theatre down the street. She had seen a couple of Our Gang shorts there not too long ago. That meant there should be a soda shop just around the corner. She would head there. She was hungry and thirsty. She needed a Coke at the very least. They probably had a telephone she could use there too. She would need to give her useless mother a call for a ride home.


  Darla walked down the street, slowly at first, trying to work out the kinks in her legs. After a few moments she gathered speed and began skipping.


  The soda shop was right where Darla remembered it. She pushed open the door and looked timidly inside. There were only a few people in the place. She walked to the counter and climbed onto the bright red seat. This took some doing as the seat was much too tall for her.


  “What’ll it be, little man?”


  The question came from a tall, gangly boy of about fourteen or fifteen years old. He was dressed in a spiffy white apron, with a poorly fitted white cap on his head. He had a bad case of pimples and a set of wireframe glasses perched on his too-big nose. He had a condescending look on his face as he regarded Darla.


  The Soda Jerk.


  Oh Christ, not this again! Darla’s temper instantly flared to life (as it was wont to do) and she tried desperately to regain control of it. She would get nothing if she lashed out at this dumbass. Have some patience. All in good time.


  “My name is Darla,” she said with a slight frown, trying her best to look like a befuddled five-year-old girl.


  The Jerk squinted, peering through his thick lenses at her. He looked at her doubtfully for a moment and then said, “Oh! Sorry about that, little lady! What’ll ya have, sweetie?”


  Sweetie? Darla sighed inwardly. I’ll show him sweet! Did this chump have any idea what kind of fucked-up day she was having? All he had to do was stand in this sweet, cool soda shop and serve drinks to moronic teenage girls. The idiot. The asshole. The nitwit.


  “I’ll have a bottle of Coke, please,” she said, smiling sweetly up at him.


  “That’ll be five cents, dear.” He beamed expectantly at her, raising his bushy eyebrows. When she didn’t move instantly, he looked at her with mock concern and asked, “Do you have enough money for that, honey?” Oh, he was a jerk alright.


  Darla deliberately frowned and made a great show of finding and pulling out her little coin purse. She opened it and dumped the contents onto the counter with awkward little-kid movements. She stuck her tongue out a bit, just to add to the effect.


  Out dropped a single penny onto the counter.


  The lonely penny spun about mournfully and Darla looked at it quizzically, her eyes asking, “Is this enough, mister?” Even though she knew it fucking wasn’t.


  The Soda Jerk looked down at the penny thoughtfully and frowned.


  “That’s only a penny, sweetie. Cokes are five cents, always have been, always wi…”


  The Jerk looked into her huge eyes, each of which held a single, teetering tear, poised to drop. Just a second longer. Hold it… Darla let her upper lip tremble. Instantly, a look of alarm transformed the Jerk’s face, his eyebrows coming together, his jaw dropping.


  Now! The two tears fell, perfectly synchronized, splashing onto the marble countertop. Darla began to sniffle.


  “Okay kid, okay. Don’t cry, alright? That’s plenty. Let me get the Coke for you, okay?” He spoke quickly, trying to placate her. He looked around to see if anyone else had witnessed his unreasonable treatment of this poor little girl. He reached over and handed her a napkin to dry her eyes with.


  Free Coke, coming right up! Darla beamed inwardly. Works every fucking time. Mind you, she had nothing against this particular soda jerk, but she was in no mood to spend her last five cents on a Coke, especially after the kind of day she had just had.


  While his back was turned, Darla picked up the penny from the counter and deposited it back into her coin purse. She also put back the four pennies she had palmed when she had opened the purse. She had learned some sleight of hand from her time in Vaudeville and it occasionally came in handy.


  Darla narrowed her eyes and snapped her coin purse shut with a spiteful click. She casually put it back into her pocketbook.


  


  As Darla drank her free Coke, she thought about the Aurora and her life there as a performer. Those were the days. She began to get sad again. True, she was still working, but these measly, two-bit jobs that Murray kept finding her around town certainly weren’t Broadway.


  Broadway! The very word made the back of her neck tingle. Darla had seen pictures of the glittering New York stages in magazines. The lights, the huge audiences. In her mind she pictured the cherry red velvet curtains and the gold-plated ceilings. Oh, to perform there someday! Now that would be a dream come true.


  Of course, the Aurora could hardly be compared to a real Broadway theatre. Darla understood that. The Aurora was a rinky-dink Vaudeville dive. But it was her rinky-dink Vaudeville dive. She had lived it and breathed it for almost two years. She had done five shows a week there. The pay wasn’t great and the people working there were certainly not model citizens, but she loved them all just the same.


  Darla lived to perform. She loved being onstage. She loved acting, singing, and dancing. She had done all three in almost every show. The Aurora needed child actors that could do anything. Some days she had been a little lost girl, looking for a policeman. Other days she had been a tough guy, a boy, out looking for a fight. She had been a magician’s assistant. She had also been a “plant.” That was an actor who sat right in the audience, there as part of a trick. Even that was fun. All of it was fun.


  The other performers at the Aurora liked Darla and had treated her like a grown up. They respected her and her talent. She had a gift, or at least some there had told her so. They had called her a “natural.” Darla wasn’t entirely sure what they meant by that, but it sounded good.


  God, Darla missed the people at the Aurora. Everyone except Harry the stage manager. He was a jackass. Darla’s grandmother told her once that every place had at least one bad apple. The Aurora’s bad apple was Harry. No, she definitely did not miss him.


  Oh well, those were the days. So many good memories. Nowadays, Darla was lucky if she got equal billing with a chicken. Life was simply not fair.


  Darla thought again about the Our Gang shorts she had seen at the theatre around the corner. The movies were so new and glorious. Those Our Gang kids were so lucky. Darla had heard that movie studios were sprouting up all over Los Angeles. People were being pulled off the street to act with no experience whatsoever. Ridiculous! Amazing! Darla sighed. How could she get a job like that?


  She didn’t even know where to begin.


  


  “Hey Mister,” Darla whined in her best little kid voice. “Do you have a telephone I can use? I gotta call my mom. She’s ‘posed to come get me.”


  The Jerk looked up at her from behind his newspaper. He pointed down the length of the counter. There Darla saw a big black phone.


  “Uh, sure honey. Er, could you make it fast, please? Okay?”


  He still looked thoroughly cowed by her earlier performance. Yup, Darla kid, you still have it! Anyway, he would love to see her out of here as quickly as possible.


  Darla climbed down from her stool and walked to where the phone was perched like a ebony sphinx. They had one of the newer phones here. She climbed onto the nearest stool and lifted the large, heavy receiver from the base and brought it up to her ear. She pressed the button underneath it several times. After a moment, an operator came on the line and Darla gave her the number. The phone rang a few times and then a young woman’s voice on the other end said, “Hello, Darling residence. Who is this please?”


  “Mabel, it’s me, Darla. I’m done. Tell our mother to come get me. Yes, she forgot again. Tell her to meet me where she dropped me off.”


  Darla hung up without waiting for a reply. She went back and struggled up onto her seat and finished her Coke in one, long gulp. Then she climbed back down to the grimy tile floor. What a dump. She would walk back to the photo shoot and wait for her mother there.


  Turning to go, Darla purposefully caught the eye of the soda jerk. He looked very relieved she was going. He smiled wanly at her and waved perfunctorily.


  She smiled her biggest smile and extended her middle finger as she went through the door.


  Jerk.
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  Home Sweet Home


  Darla sat in the front seat of the family car. She was actually laying down more than sitting. Her head rested against the back of the seat, but the rest of her body was horizontal, her shirt pulled up and her belly exposed.


  She was playing with her navel. The feeling made her giggle.


  “Stop that, Darla,” her mother said, frowning down at her, “and for God’s sake, sit up!”


  Darla rolled her eyes and looked up at her mother. Yeah, right. World’s best mother. Worried about my fucking posture. What a hypocrite. Darla hated all hypocrites today. Well, today and every day.


  “Sure Mom,” she said, with a hint of mocking in her voice. “I love you too.”


  Her mother glared at her disapprovingly, then looked back at the road. Darla appraised her from the corner of her eye.


  Anne Darling was a classic beauty. That was undeniable. Every now and then, someone would ask her mother if she were Betty Compson’s twin sister, even though the actress was nearly ten years younger than she was. Darla’s mother would bat her eyelashes and blush when this suggestion was made, mostly by men of course. Darla had seen pictures of Betty Compson in a magazine once and thought the comparison was fair. Her mother was even prettier if that were possible. The two of them were not identical, but Darla could see certain similarities.


  Her mother was 5 feet, 7 inches tall and very thin, with a willowy figure that belied the fact she had given birth to three children—one just over a year ago. Truthfully, Darla hardly ever saw her eat, which may have had something to do with it. She wasn’t really sure how her mother survived from a nutritional standpoint. She certainly did smoke a lot. But Darla didn’t think cigarettes were a proper substitute for eating.


  Her mother had soft, wavy, shoulder-length red hair. Actually, just calling it red didn’t do it any sort of justice. It was streaked with blonde in some spots and with a darker red in others. It shimmered and bounced when she moved. With the sun behind her, her hair became a flaming corona. Men found the effect extremely fetching. Darla had seen it happen first hand.


  Darla often wondered where her and her mother’s red hair came from. As far as Darla understood it, neither Grandma nor Grandpa had ever had red hair. Her grandmother’s hair was mostly gray now, but in her prime she had been a brunette, like Darla’s sister Mabel. Her grandfather had died before Darla was born, but he had apparently had black hair—at least that’s what her grandmother had told her. Darla assumed that somewhere along the family tree there were some other redheads. There had to be, right?


  Her mother’s eyes were a deep green, almost emerald, flecked with turquoise highlights. When she smiled, on the rare occasions that Darla saw her smile unreservedly, her eyes gleamed with warmth. Her mother did not normally smile much at home, or anywhere else for that matter. She was kind of a crank.


  Her mother’s lips were full and her teeth were perfectly straight. And her skin still glowed youthfully. At thirty-five years old, her only obvious sign of aging were some very faint lines at the corners of her eyes. Darla’s mother obsessed over these teeny lines. It was a bit ridiculous in Darla’s opinion.


  Outward beauty aside, Darla’s mother had a distant demeanor—an aloof quality. Sometimes when she spoke to you she seemed to be looking past you, like she was waiting for something or someone better to come along. There was no intimate connection. She never seemed to be satisfied with anything. Men didn’t seem to notice this at all. They were too blinded by her looks.


  Darla reconsidered. There was some contentment in Anne Darling, but the only time it came out was when she drank alcohol. Her cheeks would turn rosy red and then her demeanor would soften. Her smile came out more often then too. It was strange that Darla had only just made this connection. All adults drank, even though they had to pretend they didn’t, seeing as it was against the law. In fact, Darla had seen other drinkers affected similarly. Her mother’s personality change was just so much more pronounced. Maybe that was because it was such a contrast from her normal state.


  The only other time her mother seemed truly happy was at the movies. She was a movie addict. Darla had seen it directly. Her mother’s eyes would open wide, just like a baby’s. Her jaw would unclench and she would smile and laugh. She became fully immersed, her personality temporarily swallowed.


  “How did the shoot go?” her mother asked, actually sounding interested. The question didn’t completely surprise Darla. It energized her mother any time a family member interacted with a camera. It was part of the movie addiction. Maybe it had something to do with her past. Darla understood that her mother had performed on stage a long time ago.


  “Fine, although I’ll be dead from black lung in a week. What the hell was up with all of those stupid cigarettes, anyway? And what the hell was up with that goddamn, stupid chicken?”


  Her mother looked down at her. “Young lady, watch your language! You aren’t backstage anymore…”


  Darla rolled her eyes but didn’t respond. Oh thanks, Mom. Make me feel bad about that too. Bitch.


  Her mother looked back at the road and said defensively, “Anyway, how the heck should I know? They made you smoke? That’s weird. Well, you’ll live. At least the money was pretty good for a two hour shoot.”


  Not that I’ll see any of it.


  “Didn’t you even ask, Mom?” Darla protested. “Did it even occur to you to find out what these monsters wanted with your baby daughter? Anything could have happened in there. They could have been perverts for all you know!” Darla wasn’t sure exactly what a pervert was, but she knew it was bad and that just saying it would make her mother mad, but Darla didn’t care. These conversations always followed the same course. Why try to avoid it?


  Darla continued to probe her navel distractedly. God, it tickled!


  The car slowed down. Darla glanced up at her mother. Her jaw was set. She was getting mad. Anger, check.


  “You know very well I am quite diligent when it comes to that, Darla Darling. And what kind of thing is that for you to say to your Mother?” She sounded hurt. Darla knew the sniffles would be next.


  “If you had any idea how many sleepless nights I’ve had worrying about you kids…Oh, you just wouldn’t understand. You can’t. Not until you’re a parent.” Her mother sniffed and reached into her pocketbook for a handkerchief. Sadness, check. Next, she would blame Darla.


  “Why do you have to torture me, Darla? You always accuse me of hating you. You know you do,” she said melodramatically. Guilt, check.


  Darla didn’t even bother to reply. What was the point? There wasn’t one. It was the same old shit. How the hell was she supposed to grow up and experience a normal childhood when she was surrounded on all sides by such rank amateurs?


  An amateur mom. Un-fucking-believable! It was such a lousy deal some kids got. What kind of twisted lottery was it that gave stupid kids the best moms and her this lousy excuse for a parent? It wasn’t fair, not by a long shot.


  Darla pulled her shirt down and sat up, trying to see where they were. Why the hell was this ride home taking, like, forever? This “alone time” with her mother was pure, fucking torture. Darla looked at the houses going by and realized they were nowhere near home. She was not a navigation expert, but they seemed to be going in the opposite direction.


  The photographer’s studio was in the northwest corner of Los Angeles, just on the outskirts of the metropolis proper. Darla knew some of this area, mostly because it was the closest portion of downtown L.A. to their little town. Here the buildings were not quite as tall as those in the city center. Most were no more than two stories. Los Angeles was spreading out, taking over more and more of the surrounding towns.


  The section they were driving through right now was a mix of wood and stone structures. Most of the wooden buildings were quite old, constructed before the turn of the century. These were slowly being replaced by modern and more permanent stone buildings, usually several stories taller. There were majestic palm trees here and there, swaying lazily between the buildings. Darla loved palm trees. They looked so alien surrounded by this mundane scenery. She idly wondered how long it would be before their little town was swallowed by L.A. It was probably just a matter of time.


  “Where are we going?” Darla asked. She was dog tired and really just wanted to go home and flop on her bed.


  “I have to stop at the post office. It’ll only take a second,” her mother replied distractedly. Well, so much for anger, sadness and guilt! Her mother had the emotional attention span of a flea.


  “But this isn’t the way to our post office, is it?” Darla asked, genuinely curious.


  “No. It isn’t,” her mother said flatly. She did not elaborate.


  All righty then. Darla decided to let this foray into civil discourse wind down. Besides, she really didn’t have anything else to add.


  The silence stretched on for a bit as the car bumped down the roughly paved road. Darla sat looking out the window, mesmerized by the unending sprawl of the city’s outskirts.


  “I have an idea, Darla. Why don’t we all go to the circus? There’s a new one in town. We haven’t been in a long time.”


  Darla was barely listening. “Sure, sounds like fun,” she said automatically, not really hearing. Something about going somewhere?


  “Alright, it’s settled,” her mother said, smiling. “I do love the circus: the clowns, the animals. You know, Grandma used to take me when I was little.”


  Grandmother. Darla tried to focus on what her mother was saying. “Are we going to see Grandma?” What was her mother talking about?


  Her mother’s smile immediately became a grimace. “What? I don’t think we have any immediate plans, no. Why?”


  “Why?” Darla asked incredulously. “Because I love Grandma, that’s why! How come we never go there, Mom? How come?”


  “Darla, we see my mother plenty of times during the year. She lives far away now and we can’t just see her every weekend. You do understand that, don’t you?”


  Darla slumped down even further and crossed her arms, scowling. “You don’t even like Grandma,” she muttered, just loud enough for her mother to hear her.


  “Darla, what on earth are you talking about? She’s my mother for God’s sake! Don’t be ridiculous.” She sounded annoyed.


  “Alright, alright. You like your mother,” Darla said, half-heartedly attempting to mollify her. Her mother was such a jerk.


  “We are at the post office. Now stay here—I’ll be back in a minute.”


  Darla didn’t argue. She didn’t want to go in. The post office was the only place in the world more boring than the bank.


  Her mother pulled up in front of a stately-looking building. The front was flanked by several huge, marble columns. She got out of the car and walked up the steps. As Darla watched, a man already halfway down the steps raced back up to the large doors and opened one of them for her mother, a big grin lighting up his face. After she smiled and went inside, he stood there holding the door open for longer than was absolutely necessary, watching her from behind.


  Yes, her mother certainly had an effect on men. They became positively stupid around her. Well, she was pretty. Even Darla had to admit that. But there was something else, too. Maybe men sensed that her mother was a tragic nitwit? Maybe men liked nitwits? Darla hoped not. That thought was too depressing.


  Darla closed her eyes, waiting for her mother to come out. She let her mind wander. She was so tired. She felt like she was glued to the front seat.


  


  Darla opened her eyes. Had she fallen asleep? She looked up the steps towards the post office entrance. At that same instant, the front door flew open and she saw her mother walk quickly down the steps, scowling. She was mad. Had something inside the post office made her angry? That was weird. The post office didn’t usually make people this angry.


  Her mother stormed up to the car door and pulled it open. Then she got in and slammed it as hard as she could. She was seething!


  “Shit!” her mother hissed. She seemed completely unaware Darla was still in the car. She was totally consumed with anger. Why? Darla did not dare ask. Instead, she instinctively shrank away, pushing up against her own door.


  Her mother put both of her hands on top of the steering wheel, gripping it tightly. Then Darla noticed there was a piece of paper clutched in her right hand. Her mother closed her eyes and leaned forward, resting her head on the back of her hands.


  “How could he do this to me?” her mother asked very softly and slowly.


  He? Who’s he? Darla didn’t dare move.


  Her mother sat that way, eyes closed, not saying a word, breathing softly. Then Darla saw her anger turn to despair. Her shoulders slumped and her entire aspect shrank. She suddenly looked exhausted.


  “Mom?” Darla ventured softly.


  Her mother didn’t register the word for a moment. Then she lifted her head and looked straight through the windshield at a spot in the distance.


  “Don’t,” her mother said sadly. “Just don’t.” Then she bit her lower lip, crumpled the paper in her hand and threw it out the window. She started the car and they drove straight home.


  Darla didn’t say another word.


  


  As Darla and her mother drove up the street, the Darling house came into view. Technically it wasn’t really their house. They just rented it, or part of it. To be more specific, they rented the apartment on the top floor.


  The Darling house, like the entire row of houses it sat in, would have been much happier in a dark Philadelphia suburb rather than smack in the middle of sun country. While the rest of Southern California was beginning to look distinctly “Southern Californian,” there were small patches of architecture that were purely inspired by their older, eastern cousins. The latest styles, Moorish and mission—long, low houses meant to stay cool in the unrelenting year-long summer that was L.A., were all the rage. Still, many people lived in these multi-story, Victorian-inspired throwbacks.


  Back east their house would have been instantly recognizable as a “two-flat.” It was comprised of two levels: two completely separate dwellings stacked one on top of the other. These two dwellings were absolutely identical to each other in every way.


  The front door opened onto the apartment’s single hallway, which was “L” shaped. It followed the front of the house, went past the living room and made a sharp right after the kitchen door. Then it followed a line parallel to the side of the house. It ended at the back wall, where a door on the right opened onto a narrow set of steps leading down to the driveway. That was where the Darlings now parked their automobile. Each apartment had a front entrance and a rear entrance. Their house had no true backyard.


  The house was fronted by a porch. It was wide, but not very deep. At the front of the porch was a set of wooden steps that led down to the sidewalk. The sidewalk was really just a dusty, bare bit of dirt that wasn’t technically part of the street. In a good rain, which admittedly was rare, the line of separation wasn’t obvious.


  Each apartment had three tall living room windows that looked out onto the street. In the downstairs apartment, the windows looked directly onto the porch. Privacy was therefore guaranteed by the existence of full length brown paper shades that were always pulled shut. No one lived downstairs currently.


  The house sported some Victorian appointments including, but not limited to, copious amounts of rather crudely painted gingerbread trim and a convex mansard roof, which accounted for the house’s attic.


  The primary color of the house was green. Unfortunately, this was not a happy, leprechaun green. It was more of a faded, pale green. Darla thought of it as puke green.


  The house sat on a small lot that included enough space for the driveway to its right (as one faced the house) and a small side yard to its left. The side yard ran along the length of the house and each bedroom had a window looking out onto it.


  To Darla, the outstanding feature of the side yard was a lone, mature tree that was many limbed and grew, in several spots, quite close to the house. It was a sturdy tree, which looked like it was imported here some fifty years ago. Most importantly, it was a climbing tree. More specifically, it was Darla’s climbing tree. She knew every branch.


  Darla took all of this in instantly. It was her house after all, and she took it for granted. This was the only place she had ever lived.


  Darla’s mother slowed the car down to make the turn into their driveway. They came to a stop and the two of them got out of the car. Neither had spoken a word on the trip back from the post office. They walked up the steps and her mother opened the house’s outer front door. Then they climbed the narrow inner stair that led to their apartment door. Darla opened it and walked in, her mother close behind her. Darla walked down the hall, past the living room on her left and made the first right into the kitchen, pushing through the spring loaded door.


  Her older sister Mabel was sitting at the kitchen table spooning some kind of green slime into what’s-his-name. He looked like he was having none of it. Darla smiled. Babies really don’t give a shit, do they? What a life. To sit there and be spoon fed. Darla looked at the small bowl of green stuff and didn’t think she could be paid to eat that crap.


  Her mother made a beeline for the cabinet she kept her booze in. Big fucking surprise there. That was her primary strategy for dealing with any and all adversity.


  “Hi Darla,” Mabel said smiling.


  Mabel Darling was a spunky seventeen year old. She was quite short, at just under five feet tall. Darla had seen old pictures of Ann Pennington and Mabel reminded Darla of her. She was small, but her proportions were all perfect within that littleness.


  Mabel’s hair was long and dark, a rich brown that reminded Darla of coffee. Her hair had a tendency to wave and curl. The slightest moisture would cause it to turn frizzy and wild. Mabel had so far resisted the temptation to bob her hair. She was an old-fashioned girl, more comfortable with the styles of the last decade. She occasionally wore it in a bun or tied it back with a ribbon. Darla was all ready to become a flapper at her first opportunity and couldn’t understand Mabel’s reticence to embrace the future.


  Mabel’s face was what Darla would call “cute.” She was not exotic or gorgeous, like their mother, but she was undeniably pretty. She had an earnest face.


  Darla had once heard the phrase “wearing your heart on your sleeve” and she had asked her grandmother to explain it to her. That phrase fit Mabel to a tee. She had a wide open aspect to her. It was almost like she was a picture book for feelings. That transparency of emotion made Mabel very easy to manipulate, and Darla thought herself an expert in doing so. Strangely, she noticed that not many people took advantage of Mabel and that puzzled Darla. Maybe it was something that emanated from inside of Mabel. You wanted her to like you and to take you seriously. Even Darla had to admit that was true. Mabel was big hearted and easy to hurt, but she was also easy to like. She had many friends because of her natural charm.


  Mabel was also clever and smart, with an artistic flair. She had an elegant economy of movement when she was engaged in a close task. She had a simple grace. She was reserved, but not dour. She was soft spoken, but not a wall flower. She was competent but not boastful. In other words, she was everything Darla wasn’t.


  To be fair, Mabel’s character did have shortcomings. The worst of these was that her feelings were so easily hurt. Where Darla had developed thick layers of psychic defense, it seemed that Mabel had none whatsoever. Mabel just couldn’t believe that people could be cruel. She gave everyone the benefit of the doubt, time and time again. But to Darla, Mabel’s biggest character flaw was that she never did anything naughty.


  “Hiya, Sis.” Darla said, not stopping. She walked straight through the kitchen, through the other kitchen door—the one that led to the back hall. This was where her room was. She went in and closed the door behind her. That was the only way to insure fucking privacy around here. Darla was so done with this day. She laid down on her bed and closed her eyes. Immediately, she began coughing up more black tar. She felt like she was going to throw up. She consciously tried to relax and the spasms subsided.


  Who sits a tiny child on their ass for fifteen hours and has them smoke a hundred and fifty cigarettes anyway?


  


  “Darla.”


  Darla opened her eyes. She must have fallen asleep. She was so tired from the long, lousy day.


  “What is it?” she said, loud enough to be heard through the door.


  “It’s almost dinner time,” Mabel said through the door. “In five minutes. Go wash up.”


  “Okay, fine.” Darla was famished.


  She popped off her bed and opened her bedroom door. She ran to the bathroom and quickly rinsed her hands. She dried them on a pale blue and white striped towel hanging on the towel rod next to the sink. Then she ran into the kitchen. Mabel and what’s-his-name were at the table, already eating.


  “Where’s our mother?” Darla asked as she pulled her chair away from the table and climbed onto it.


  “I have no idea. She never tells me. ‘I’m going out, I’ll be back later. Don’t wait up.’” Mabel shrugged and continued chewing.


  “Something bad happened at the post office today,” Darla said. “She came back to the car hopping mad. I thought she was gonna start crying.”


  Mabel turned to look at Darla. She was thoughtful.


  “Hmmm. I wondered. She was in a state when she came in. She barely said two words to Jimmy and me. And—she couldn’t start drinking fast enough.” She said that last bit under her breath, but Darla heard it.


  “Does she ever eat?” Darla asked.


  “Not that I can tell, Darla.”
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  The Vapours


  Mabel Darling sat at the kitchen table. The early morning light coming through the eastward-facing windows was soft and mellow.


  She sat and thought, unable to shake off a bad case of…of what? What was this feeling she had? Was it boredom? Was it frustration? She had a poorly defined sense of unease that hadn’t relented in days. It just wasn’t like her, or at least that’s what she was telling herself today.


  Mabel had a job—a job she presumably loved. Her job was running the Darling household. She had been given this job five years ago by virtue of her mother’s abdication. At that time, Mabel had accepted the burden with little complaint. She had seen her mother’s incompetence and figured she could do it better. What did she know? She had only been twelve.


  Her mother’s decline had started around the time of Darla’s birth. She began waking up later and later in the day and always seemed to be unwell. She complained of headaches. Bright lights and loud sounds bothered her. She rarely left her bedroom during the day. Even now, the state of it was appalling. There were clothes strewn about, ashtrays overflowing with forgotten cigarettes, glasses half-filled with foul smelling stuff. Mabel made occasional forays in there to attempt some cleaning, but it was very depressing.


  Yes, her mother was a slob, but her worst vice was men. No! Mabel would not let her mind wander there. Her embarrassment and revulsion were too strong. Suffice it to say that her mother had trouble with commonly accepted social mores.


  After Jimmy’s birth, Mabel was given more and more responsibility at home and was eventually taken out of school altogether. Even then, she had been torn. Mabel loved school dearly and missed it daily, but she loved her family and knew she was desperately needed here at home. Her mother was failing and Mabel knew in her heart that she could and would do it better.


  So at age twelve, Mabel found herself with a huge responsibility: the care and maintenance of the entire Darling family. When push had come to shove, she had actually put up very little resistance. Mabel succumbed to a young girl’s fantasy: that she could magically put her family back together again. She knew it. She had convinced herself of it. It was her path, her calling.


  Could I have been wrong? Insidious and very disconcerting thoughts along these lines had invaded Mabel’s brain regularly over the last year. Was it really her calling? Was she meant to do more than be a surrogate mother to her siblings?


  But Jimmy and Darla need me! What kind of sick, selfish person was she? How could she think of herself and her own desires? Well, sick or not, Mabel knew what she really wanted to do. She couldn’t help herself. She knew her deepest wish was to go back to school. But not back to grade school. That really wasn’t possible anymore. She was seventeen after all. Mabel wanted to go to college—deeply and desperately. Education was so important to her. Maybe she could learn enough to teach other children someday. The idea enthralled her.


  Not so fast. Mabel tried desperately to calm herself down. She wasn’t going anywhere. The house, the chores, the children weren’t going anywhere. Could the difference between her secret desires and her current situation be the root cause of her malaise?


  She got up and went to the stove and fetched the tea kettle. She brought it to the sink and added enough water for a cup of tea. Then she put the kettle back on the burner and sighed. She turned around, leaning against the unlit stove, crossing her arms. She smirked. She didn’t even want tea. That was definitely not like her.


  Mabel stood there, glancing around the room.


  The Darling’s kitchen was old. The major appliances, like the stove and refrigerator, were finished with white enamel that had yellowed considerably over the years. Mabel had long ago stopped trying to remove the color. It seemed to be permanent.


  She couldn’t remember anyone ever replacing a single thing in the kitchen during the entire time they had lived here. Yes, everything technically still worked, but each and every device required some trick to operate properly. For instance, there were times when the stove’s burners refused to light. That meant the pilot light had gone out. Mabel would dutifully lift the top and relight it using a kitchen match. The sink was not much better. There were positions that caused the faucets to squeal and gurgle. If the hot and the cold water were on at the same time, the hot water handle would rattle and shake, turning itself and eventually making the water so hot that it could easily scald your hands. The refrigerator door sometimes stuck and required major force to open. Mabel kept a bent butter knife on hand to assist her when this happened.


  She hardly ever consciously thought about these things. She had learned to work around them automatically. Disrepair was to be expected in an old house.


  The house itself was nearly fifty years old and had a musty smell that never seemed to dissipate entirely. Mabel wondered if it had something to do with the outdated Victorian design of the place. God knew she did everything in her power to keep things clean, but it was never enough. In no time at all, dust resettled like a thick blanket on everything.


  Mabel stood there for a while looking at nothing and everything, wishing that her unsettled feelings would subside. It was so frustrating.


  She sighed and walked over to the door. She could hear Jimmy waking up in the room they shared. He had slept later than usual this morning. Normally, that would have been a good thing. Today she wished he hadn’t bothered. She had wasted her free time with this stupid nonsense. Her mind was an absolute mess.


  She pushed the door open and left the kitchen. She needed to start waking her mother up and that was rarely easy. Today was shopping day, and she needed to get a jump on her errands. As always, there was a lot to do.


  


  Mabel stepped off the sidewalk, towards the other side of the nearly empty street. It was overcast this morning and looked like it might rain later. On the other hand, the clouds could be just as likely to burn off by noon. Such was life in Southern California.


  Hopefully, her mother was actually watching Jimmy while Mabel did the weekly shopping. It was obvious from her state she had come in very, very late last night. Where had she gone? Mabel had absolutely no idea.


  It certainly wasn’t the first time her mother hadn’t shown up until the wee hours of the morning. Sometimes she didn’t come back until the next day. Mabel didn’t ask questions about that anymore. She tried once or twice and nearly had her head bitten off. She figured it was none of her business anyway. Besides, she wasn’t sure she really wanted to know the answer.


  Mabel knew it was terrible to feel this way, but she was happier when her mother didn’t come home after a late night out. When she did, there could be trouble. She was almost always drunk. Mabel had no idea how her mother could live with herself. Didn’t she understand that it was wrong to do these things? It was almost like she was born without morals. Didn’t she actually listen to the things the preacher said on Sunday?


  Mabel smiled a little to herself thinking about church. She took a certain guilty pleasure in the constant trouble Darla got up to there. Her mother deserved it. Church was the one place where her mother would not allow Mabel to parent Darla. Perhaps because it was so public? She seemed to have taken it upon herself to be the master of Darla’s religious life. Well good luck with that!


  Mabel crossed the street and continued down the sidewalk.


  “Good morning, Mrs. Smith. How is Mr. Smith today?” She addressed a large woman bustling towards her.


  Mabel was on her way to the cobbler, to pick up several pairs of shoes she had brought to his shop last week. This was one of many stops Mabel would make today. Mrs. Smith was the grocer’s wife. They had a small grocery store, “Smith’s Grocery” naturally, that was several doors down the street. Mabel frequented Smith’s at least weekly, sometimes more.


  “Why hellooo, Mabel Darling!” Mrs. Smith said excitedly, stopping in front of her. “Will you be coming by the store today? We’ve missed you, my dear. Why, I was just saying to Mr. Smith that you and Charles would make such a handsome couple!”


  “Mrs. Smith!” Mabel exclaimed, blushing instantly. “Well, I…gosh, I’m not sure…” My goodness! The cheek of this woman!


  “My dear,” Mrs. Smith said softly, “I can see I’ve embarrassed you, yes? I am so sorry. Just you think about it, alright? I’ve seen the way that Charles looks at you when you come into the store,” Mrs. Smith chuckled softly.


  Mabel gulped, “Well, I…I will certainly keep that in mind Mrs. Smith. I surely will.” She would keep it in mind alright. She would stay well away from Charles Smith in the future. She had no idea. Well he was kind of cute if you forgot that he worked in a grocery store.


  “I will be by later, Mrs. Smith. I shall see you then,” Mabel said calmly, trying to resume a normal tone.


  Mrs. Smith nodded and continued to walk down the street, a small, secret smile on her lips.


  Well, doesn’t that just beat all? Now Mabel had to worry about going into the grocery store?


  Why was life so complicated?


  


  After a successful visit to the cobbler, Mabel made her way to the grocery store and peered in cautiously through the glass, shielding her eyes against the glare of the midday sun. She was trying to observe the situation within—before she entered. Charles Smith indeed! Mabel had taken Smith’s Grocery for granted until today. The revelation that Mrs. Smith saw her as potential daughter-in-law material had shaken Mabel up. She looked at the store with new eyes—slightly wary eyes. Why oh why had Mrs. Smith said anything to her?


  Smith’s Grocery was a typical neighborhood grocery store. The left side of the store, as Mabel faced the building, was glassed in. This is where the official front door was located. The other side of the building contained a large opening which allowed air to circulate inside. The opening itself was bracketed by two large shutters which could be secured at closing time or when it was necessary because of rain or high winds.


  Centered over the store, was a large wooden sign that read: “Smith’s Grocery Store. Established 1878.” Under this sign, a large, sky-blue canvas awning stretched across the entire front of the store. Mabel heard it ripple softly in the faint breeze as she stood there. This awning, even more than the sign itself, identified the store to Mabel’s eyes. It gave the store a cheery, welcoming look.


  There was always movement and bustle at Smith’s—a barely controlled chaos. People wandered off the street, bending over to pick up produce. Children ran carelessly between the wooden displays. All the while, the booming voice of Mrs. Smith could be heard from inside as she laughed with customers and ordered her family about their routine tasks.


  Smith’s was a family owned operation that had been at the center of town for a very long time. There had been at least two generations of Smith’s tending to business in this spot before the current one.


  Mabel shifted the packages she carried to her left arm and opened the front door slowly. She entered quickly, looking straight ahead. The coast appeared to be clear and besides, Mabel had been standing outside for some time and people were beginning to stare.


  She glanced around surreptitiously. Then she saw him: Charles. He was standing on the other side of the store, near the canned goods. He was looking down, intent on something. She saw him moving back and forth. Then she noticed the broom handle as he shifted his stance. Sweeping! He was sweeping. She could see the rise and fall of his broad shoulders as he swept. She noticed, truth be told, not for the first time, the cute way his chestnut brown hair was swept behind his ears. Stop that, Mabel! You have work to do here and no time for idle fancy, girl. She would do her best to get in and out of the store without Charles seeing her at all. Her life was too busy for dilly-dallying.


  Mabel made her way quietly through the store trying to make as little noise as possible. She held a bag of rice in her hands, trying to decide if it was the right size or not.


  “HI’YA, MABEL!” someone behind her shouted in a high-pitched voice.


  Mabel, terrified, dropped the five pound bag on the floor where it split wide open, spraying grains of rice in a wide circular arc.


  Mabel turned and put her hands on her hips.


  “Hello, Lois,” Mabel growled in a low voice with her teeth clenched. “Has anyone ever told you that sneaking up on people is rude?”


  Lois was Charles’ younger sister. She was about eleven years old, with freckles and red hair. She looked like she could be Darla’s older sister.


  Lois was chagrined. “Gosh, Mabel, I’m sorry. I didn’t mean ta scare ya. Really I didn’t!” she said sincerely.


  Mabel, embarrassed and aggravated, softened a little. “Lois, what am I going to do about this?” she said, pointing to the floor, which was now a minefield of rice grains.


  “Aww, Charlie’ll clean it up!” she said rather loudly, grinning.


  “Lois, shhhhhh!” Mabel put her index finger to her lips, imploring Lois to keep her voice down.


  Mabel turned towards where she had last seen Charles and found herself looking directly into his broad chest. Oh dear.


  “I sure will, Miss Mabel. It wasn’t your fault,” a deep voice said.


  Mabel looked up into Charles Smith’s blue eyes and gulped.


  “Why, hello there Charles,” she squeaked. She felt a warm flush in her cheeks. “Um, thanks, I’m so sorry about the mess. Only I was scared when Lois shouted and it was so quiet in the store and I didn’t expect anyone to say anything and I was trying to…” she blathered, her words spilling out in a jumbled mess.


  “Awww, it’s nothing Miss Mabel,” he said, beaming. “This happens all the time, right Lois?” He looked down at his little sister.


  “Sure, Mabel, you should see the messes that happen in this place. Why just the other day Mrs. Perkins dropped a jar of garlic pickles. You have never smelled anything like it in yer entire life!” Lois interjected excitedly, her eyes wide with the memory.


  “Lois, Charles, what is going on over here?” a voice behind Mabel said. She turned and saw Mrs. Smith, wearing an apron, her hands on her hips. She was looking at the rice on the floor with a scowl on her face.


  “Er, um, I’m so sorry Mrs. Smith, um, I was just…” Mabel began and then faltered.


  Charles interrupted , looking sheepish, “Ma, don’t worry. It’s nothing. I was sweeping and accidentally knocked this bag of rice onto the floor with my broom. I just got clumsy, that’s all,”


  Mabel’s jaw snapped shut. What? Why was he taking the blame for this? I, uh, he, uh, I… Her brain was no longer working properly.


  Mrs. Smith looked skeptically up at the shelf where the bag of rice had come from and then looked back down at the floor, shaking her head. “Well then young man, you had better sweep that up, pronto!”


  Charles looked at his mother and smiled. “YES, MA’AM!” he boomed. He gave her a mock salute. “I will get right on it!”


  He immediately began sweeping vigorously, his brow furrowed as if this were the most important job he had ever been given.


  Mabel’s jaw opened and closed randomly. She seemed to have lost all control of it.


  “Now what can I help you with, Miss Mabel?” Mrs. Smith walked over, took Mabel’s arm and lead her away from the mess.


  She looked Mabel straight in the eye and gave her a big, sassy wink.


  


  Mabel opened the front door of the apartment, trying not to lose her balance with all of the bundles and packages she was juggling.


  “I’m home!” she called out. No one responded. She closed the door with her foot and peeked into the living room. Darla was on her stomach, lying on the rug, her legs crossed in mid-air. She had propped herself up on her elbows and was drawing furiously. Darla sure did draw a lot.


  Then she heard Jimmy fussing in the kitchen through the closed door. He wasn’t seriously upset. He rarely got that way, bless his little heart, but if he was bored or overly tired, he could get antsy.


  “Hi, there!” Mabel said.


  Darla stopped drawing and looked over her shoulder at Mabel.


  “Hi’ya, Sis! I’m working on an important drawing, you wanna see?” Darla grinned at her.


  “Sure, what are you drawing?”


  Mabel stepped over to get a closer look. She looked down and saw something that looked like a scaffolding. Oh, that’s cute! Darla was playing a game of hangman. Only Mabel didn’t see any spaces for letters. Then it occurred to her: Darla can’t play hangman, she doesn’t know how to read. How silly of me.


  “I’m playing hangman with Uncle Murray,” Darla said absentmindedly, as she continued her drawing.


  Uncle Murray? What on earth was she talking about?


  Then she heard Jimmy getting fussy in earnest. “Darla, what’s wrong with Jimmy? Is Mom in there with him?”


  “No, I don’t think so. She went back to bed. She told me to tell you. She didn’t look so good. You know the story.” Darla went back to shading. She certainly was a perfectionist.


  Mabel sighed. She should have known. Had her mother no shame? It was almost noon. She couldn’t even be trusted to watch Jimmy for two hours once a week.


  Mabel strode wordlessly into the kitchen. So much for a relaxing morning.


  Jimmy was in his highchair. Her mother had put a huge stack of baby toys on the tray in front of him. Some of these had fallen off onto the floor around him and two or three had become wedged between Jimmy and the tray itself. He was holding a partially eaten cracker in his hand. He looked like he was wearing most of it on his face. No wonder he was cranky.


  “Jimmy! What are you doing?” Mabel cooed at him. He looked up at Mabel and a huge grin split his face. He started bouncing up and down in his chair.


  “Do you want me to pick you up? Are you tired of that highchair?” She went over to the sink and wet the end of a towel that she kept there just for this purpose. Then she walked over to Jimmy and used the towel to dab at the cracker paste on his face.


  “There you go. That’s better,” she said, smiling. His cheeks were so soft. She loved the way his skin felt.


  She set the cloth down on the tray and lifted Jimmy out of his high chair, dislodging the toys that were wedged in there with him, adding to the general mess she would have to clean up later. Oh well, the mess could wait.


  Mabel shifted Jimmy onto her hip and pushed the kitchen door open. She walked back into the living room and sat down on the couch where she could see Darla’s drawing. Something about their earlier exchange hadn’t made any sense to her.


  “So, Darla, tell me a little more about your drawing.”


  Darla looked up, a single orange curl in front of her eyes. She reached up absentmindedly and pushed it back in place. There really didn’t seem to be any formal place for Darla’s curls. They just went wherever they pleased.


  “Well Mabel, I love to play hangman,” she said in a tone of patient explanation. “But of course I can’t read yet.”


  Darla’s face darkened for a moment and Mabel didn’t say anything more. She knew Darla’s inability to read was a sore point between the two of them.


  “So, when I play hangman, I play it without the words!” she said, brightening instantly. Darla was not one to stay rooted in a particular emotion for too long.


  Mabel smiled inwardly. “I see, but what does Uncle Murray have to do with any of this?” she asked, still confused.


  “Well,” Darla said matter-of-factly, “I am playing Hangman, right? I have to hang someone, don’t I? Well, who better than Uncle Murray? I can’t actually hang him in real life, right? He’s way too big. See?” Darla reached down to her drawing and pointed to a stick figure dangling from the simple noose.


  Mabel’s eyes popped open. The casual way Darla visited mortal harm on her uncle, even if it was only in her imagination, was a bit off-putting to say the least. Mabel consciously decided not to overreact.


  “Darla, you seem to be pretty mad at Uncle Murray…” Mabel left the statement hanging, hoping Darla would fill it in with a proper response. She needed to get to the bottom of this.


  “Yes, Mabel, I hate his guts and I want to kill him, but I’m too little.” Darla said, continuing to color in Murray’s bloated face purple.


  “Darla! He’s your Uncle—your mother’s brother! Is that any way to behave?” Mabel said, her voice turning shrill, her subtle probing thrown out the window.


  Darla stopped coloring and looked up at Mabel. “He ruined my life, Mabel. I had the best job in the universe and he was supposed to help me keep it. That was the only thing he was paid to do, and he didn’t do it. And now he sends me on these stupid jobs. I hate chickens!” She said vehemently, her lower lip pouting. She looked at her drawing, picked up a black crayon and quickly drew a knife sticking through Murray’s head.


  Mabel couldn’t help herself. She leaned forward and said, “I would have thought the rope sufficient.”


  Darla picked up a red crayon and added a line of red drips falling from the tip of the blade protruding from Murray’s ear.


  “It’s the only way to be sure,” Darla sighed.
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  The Tar Pits


  “The Tar Pits?” Darla sneered.


  “Yes, Darla, the Tar Pits,” Mabel said patiently. “I’m not sure you quite understand the significance.”


  Mabel, Darla and Jimmy were about to enter the stately “Natural History Museum of L.A. County.” The museum had opened about ten years ago and Mabel had been there many times, sometimes with Darla, and sometimes not. Mabel figured it was part of her duty as Darla’s de facto mother and teacher. Normally, Darla loved these visits: she was fully engaged, she constantly asked questions. Actually there were times when Darla asked so many questions that Mabel had to beg her to stop. It wasn’t the questions, per se. It was what they pointed out about Mabel’s own abbreviated education that galled her. She lamented the deficit more and more recently. How could she be a proper teacher to anyone if her own education was so spotty?


  Darla rolled her eyes. She appeared to be in a foul mood today. Maybe it had been a mistake to come? The museum was no fun when you weren’t in the right mood. But Mabel had felt a strong urge to get out of the house, and a trip to the museum seemed like the perfect idea.


  Their mother had come home very late again last night and broken a glass in the kitchen sink at about three in the morning. Of course the only one who had woken up was Mabel. The children had slept right through it. Mabel’s sleep had been fragmented and fitful from that point on. She knew the glass shards would sit in the sink until she herself cleaned them up in the morning. Her mother couldn’t be bothered to do such a thing herself.


  Mabel pushed Jimmy’s stroller under the magnificent stone arches standing on either side of the entryway. She looked down at him. He was still groggy from the nap he had taken on the bus. He would be fine. He always did well here. There was a great deal of visual stimulation and the sound of Darla’s endless questions would certainly amuse him. Darla had no idea how much Jimmy adored her. Mabel saw it constantly. He idolized and worshiped her. Darla didn’t give him a second thought.


  “You mean like the stuff they put on the roads? The smelly, black stuff?” Darla asked, wrinkling her nose.


  “Yes, that’s the stuff,” Mabel said, shaking her head. How could anyone disparage the Tar Pits? Mabel couldn’t comprehend this sentiment. The entire idea of the Tar Pits enthralled her. How could it not?


  “Darla, imagine you are a wooly mammoth, three hundred thousand years ago. You are very thirsty and you see some water, so you decide to stop for a drink. Then you decide to take a bath. It’s been a while since you had one, so of course you want one! So you slip into the water only to discover that the water is just a thin covering over a huge lake of tar. You sink like a stone!” As Mabel said this, she used hand gestures to try and build up the excitement. Gosh, she found the whole idea of it amazing.


  “And then what?” Darla asked, a puzzled look on her face.


  “Well Darla, then you sink into the tar and you die. The tar acts like a perfect preserver. It keeps your body in great shape so that we, us—modern man, can dig you up and put your bones in a museum. This museum!” she finished with a glorious crescendo.


  Darla looked at her suspiciously. “Wow, Mabel, you really need to relax.”


  “You are not getting the point of this at all are you?” Mabel was exasperated.


  “Well golly Mabel, you don’t need to get upset. I guess some people just like tar pits and some don’t. Don’t take it personally.”


  “Darla, I don’t like the Tar Pits, I like the things they discovered there!”


  Darla glanced at her and shrugged her shoulders.


  “Oh Darla, come on. This way.” Mabel took Darla by the hand. She was sorry she had brought up the Tar Pits in the first place.


  


  Mabel and Darla stood in front of a huge skeleton. The plaque said “Triceratops.”


  “I had a dream about…” Darla said, pointing to the word.


  “Triceratops,” Mabel said, reading the sign for her.


  “Yes. I was wandering in the jungle, and I saw a…Triceratops mommy defending her babies from a big dinosaur. The big one had little teeny front arms and it stood upright, on two legs. The sound it made was very loud.”


  “That probably would have been a Tyrannosaurus Rex, Darla. He was the king of the dinosaurs, 65 million years ago.”


  “You mean they had kings and queens even back then?”


  “Darla, that’s a metaphor. Tyrannosaurus wasn’t really a “king.” He was just the biggest and meanest. He was at the top of the food chain.”


  “Oh, you mean he was a king that ate his subjects?”


  “Sort of, but he wasn’t really a king is what I’m getting at. He didn’t sit on a throne or carry a scepter or anything.”


  “Not much of a king, if you ask me,” Darla shrugged.


  Mabel sighed. Talking to Darla could be exasperating at times.


  


  “This sapphire weighs over twenty carats, Darla. And the uncut diamond there, weighs well over one hundred carats! If that stone was cut into ring-sized pieces, it could make over one hundred engagement rings, assuming each was about one carat. Isn’t that amazing?”


  Mabel had led them to the gem collection, which was in a small room off of one of the main hallways. The gem collection had been built up slowly over time. It wasn’t nearly as impressive as the museum’s collection of bones, but Mabel loved the gems and the rocks for their rich colors and shapes. It was amazing to be near so much wealth displayed for all to see.


  “Mabel, what do carrots have to do with diamonds?”


  “Because carats are the universal unit of weight for measuring gemstones.”


  Darla looked up at Mabel, completely confused. “But carrots are all different shapes and sizes, they don’t all weigh the same. Which carrot do they use to measure with?”


  “Um, Darla, I think you are confused. There isn’t more than one carat. A carat isn’t a thing. It’s a unit of weight, like a pound.”


  Darla looked at Mabel like she was as mad as a hatter. “Mabel, are you trying to say to me that if I go down to Smith’s and buy some carrots, I can use them to weigh diamonds and it doesn’t matter which one I use?”


  Mabel’s mouth dropped open and her eyes went wide. She tried to stifle a giggle. “Darla, we’ve been talking about carats, not carrots!”


  “Ohhhh!” Darla said smiling. “Is this like the which witch thing again? That one really had us confused.”


  “Exactly,” Mabel said. She pushed the stroller out of the gem collection with Darla following close behind.


  They had been at the museum for about an hour and Darla’s mood seemed to be improving. She was asking almost as many questions as usual. Mabel was relieved. Darla had been so sad and preoccupied for the last few weeks. It was making Mabel nervous. Five-year-old children were supposed to be carefree, weren’t they?


  Maybe it was time to go outside and have some lunch. Mabel had packed a lunch for them to eat, as was their usual custom when they came to the museum.


  “Darla, let’s go have…” She looked behind her.


  Darla was gone.


  Mabel had a moment of panic. Where could she have gone? She was just there a second ago. She stopped and scanned the floor. They were passing through the Entomology section. Normally Mabel didn’t spend too much time there. The bugs made her skin crawl.


  Then Mabel saw her. She was standing in front of a case of butterflies. She had her fingers pressed lightly to the glass.


  “What are you looking at?” Mabel asked.


  “The butterflies,” said Darla.


  “Aren’t they beautiful! Look at the colors!” Mabel exclaimed trying to stay positive.


  “But they’re dead, Mabel,” Darla said distantly.


  “Yes, they are. Darla, we’ve been over this. Everything in the museum is dead. Otherwise it would be a zoo, not a museum.”


  “Yes, I guess so. It just makes me sad. Killing butterflies and sticking them on a board in neat rows is just plain creepy.”


  Mabel said patiently, “Well, how else are we supposed to, you know, learn whatever it is we need to learn about them? They don’t just stand still on the end of your finger, do they?”


  Darla looked up at Mabel, her eyes wide. “But they do, Mabel! Once, I was playing in the park and a butterfly landed right on my nose! And it must have really liked it there, because it didn’t want to let go. I could have studied it all day, right there on the tip of my nose. Then I sneezed and it flew away,” she said wistfully. “So what about that?” Darla asked, a challenge in her voice.


  Mabel considered. “Well, Darla, perhaps your nose will revolutionize butterfly research!”


  “What is ‘research’?” Darla asked.


  Mabel looked at her. “Darla, ‘research’ is what scientists do in order to study something.”


  For a few moments, Darla appeared to be digesting this idea. Then, very quickly, her entire aspect changed. She looked at the dead insects and her eyes began to water. She sniffled and looked up at Mabel, blinking rapidly, trying to fight back tears.


  “Well I think it’s stupid, horrible, and dumb!” Darla shouted as tears rolled down her cheeks.


  The people standing nearby all turned to see what was happening. Mabel felt the warm rush of embarrassment rising up her back.


  “Darla!” she said quietly. “Please!”


  “Mabel, I hate the museum and I never want to come back here!” she shouted.


  Darla turned and ran to a small door that led outside. She heaved it open and ran through it.


  Mabel took off after her, pushing Jimmy’s stroller. Jimmy had a concerned look on his face. He was upset by Darla’s outburst. A kind stranger near the door opened it for her, reading her intent.


  “Thank you,” Mabel said to the man, her face red with embarrassment, “I think we’ve had enough museum for one day.”


  


  Mabel struggled to push the stroller down the rough dirt path that ran along the side of the museum. This was not easy, as the path was not really meant to be used by museum visitors. It looked like it might have been made naturally by workers over the years. The museum was still very much a “work in progress.” She saw men pushing wheelbarrows here and there. Most of these were probably gardeners. The museum didn’t really have much in the way of fancy landscaping yet. All of the effort to date had been spent on the inside, on the exhibits. Mabel figured that was how it should be. They would eventually make the outside as grand as the inside, she was sure of it.


  A little further down the path, she heard some sniffling and then she saw Darla. She was curled up on the second stone step of a small stairway that led to another door, presumably back into the museum. These doors were probably not meant for the general public. Mabel wondered if anyone might object to their being out here. She was not really the type to break rules. She would need to collect Darla as quickly as possible.


  Mabel pushed the stroller up to the bottom of the stairs and stopped. She looked down at her little sister. She looked so sad. Why had the butterfly display set her off so profoundly?


  Mabel stepped up to the stairs and knelt down. She touched Darla’s hair and said softly, “Darla…” There was no response. Darla continued to sniffle, her head buried in the crook of her arm.


  Mabel tried again. “Darla, sweetheart, are you alright?”


  Darla’s sniffles took on a decidedly forced sound and she turned her head just enough reveal one slightly reddened eye. “Go away. I want be sad now,” she said plainly, her voice muffled by her arm.


  Mabel frowned. Well, that was a direct statement of intent!


  “Darla, why do you want to be sad? Is it the butterflies? I know it’s…”


  “No!” Darla half yelled, raising her head, “It’s not the butterflies, Mabel. It’s my life. I hate my life. At least the butterflies are at peace now. At least they can’t feel any pain now, right?”


  Darla’s face instantly registered genuine alarm. “Mabel, are you sure the butterflies can’t feel those pins through their bodies? What if…”


  Mabel interrupted, putting her hand on Darla’s arm to reassure her. “Darla, Darla! Of course they can’t feel, sweetie! They are dead. We talked about that, remember?”


  Darla’s instantly relaxed. She actually smiled slightly. “Oh yeah, we did.”


  “Darla,” Mabel continued, “why do you hate your life, sweetheart?”


  “Mabel, I want my job at the Aurora back!”


  Mabel sighed softly. “I know, honey. I know.” Mabel lifted Darla’s arm up gently and Darla relented, standing up on her own. “Let’s go eat some lunch, okay? Then we’ll head back home.”


  “Okay,” Darla said, resigned.


  


  At the bus stop, Mabel and Darla sat waiting for the bus, which was late, as usual. Darla yawned and leaned over, laying her head on Mabel’s lap. Mabel stroked her hair for a few moments, looking down at her closed eyes.


  Mabel felt very unsettled by Darla’s antics today. This was really not like Darla at all. Mabel hadn’t really understood the depth of Darla’s feelings over her termination at the Aurora. Who could Mabel talk to about Darla and what, if anything, could be done? Well, she could call her Grandmother. She would help if she could. However, Mabel didn’t want to worry her unnecessarily. Not if it was something she could figure out on her own.


  Mabel resolved to keep a close eye on Darla. She hoped Darla would eventually forget about the Aurora, what with being five years old and all. Weren’t small children supposed to be resilient and bounce back fast from disappointment? Darla wasn’t exactly typical, Mabel knew.


  “Mabel?” Darla asked half asleep, her eyes still closed.


  “What is it, sweetheart?”


  “I almost forgot to ask you. The other day…at the photo shoot…what’s a cereal-ist?”


  Mabel stopped stroking Darla’s hair and looked down at her with total incomprehension.


  A cereal-ist?
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  Reading


  After dinner, Darla sat and fidgeted on the living room couch. She was agitated again. Although the afternoon at the museum had undone her for a while, she had actually felt pretty calm afterwards. Maybe she just needed a good cry? The problem was the peaceful feeling never lasted. Her anger and frustration always came back. She hoped she wasn’t going to feel like this for the rest of her life.


  On the bus ride home, Darla decided she really, really needed to learn to read today—in fact, this very evening. Well, it wasn’t technically evening yet. It was six o’clock and the sun was still streaming in through the living room windows. But it would be dark soon and there was no time to waste!


  Darla had been trying to get this reading business sewn up for some months now and it bugged her no end that she just couldn’t do it. She knew her alphabet of course, and she could read some small words. But she didn’t want to have to struggle to put the words together into sentences, slowly sounding out each one. She wanted to be able to read fluently like bigger kids and grownups could. And she wanted to do it now.


  Darla bounced off the couch and ran down the hall to the kitchen. Mabel was there doing the dishes, humming softly to herself. Darla walked up and stood silently next to her.


  “Hello, Darla.” Mabel hadn’t even looked. Darla wasn’t really sure how she did that.


  “Hi’ya, Sis. Whatcha…doooin?” Darla left the question hanging in the air. Immediately Mabel’s shoulders fell.


  “Darla, no… didn’t we just try again last week?”


  Darla didn’t say anything. She kept her eyes glued to Mabel’s face.


  “Don’t you think we’ve had enough…um, excitement for one day?”


  Darla remained silent. She reached up and lightly tapped her fingers on the edge of the sink.


  “But…I…you…” Mabel stammered. She looked down at Darla, who stood real close to the counter, the top of her nose barely visible. She was looking up at Mabel with big, manic eyes. She looked insane.


  “Darn it, Darla! Why does it have to be now? Can’t you see I’m busy?”


  Darla still said nothing. She increased the pace of her finger tapping.


  Mabel gave in, defeated. “Alright, give me five minutes to finish up.” She shook her head in exasperation and reached to get a dishtowel from the counter top.


  Darla turned and raced back to the living room. She composed herself and waited patiently for Mabel. This time it would be better. She would take one look at the letters and they would become words, just like that! Poof!


  Every time Darla tried reading, she started out with the best of intentions. She was positive and bubbly and then, when things started going badly, she would lose it. She would get mad, then madder. Well, this time was going to be different! Darla would read this time for sure. She was ready. She knew she was smart. Why wasn’t that enough?


  Darla heard Mabel’s footsteps. She started to panic. Maybe this wasn’t such a good idea? Would things go just like they always did? Darla squeezed her eyes shut and tried to wish away the bad thoughts. Go, bad thoughts, go!


  Mabel’s footsteps stopped. Darla opened her eyes and looked towards the arch. Mabel was standing just inside the room, looking at her skeptically.


  “Are you sure you’re up for this? You remember what happened last time.” Mabel cocked her head. “Say Darla, you look a little…tense.”


  “I am not tense,” Darla said in thick, sinister whisper, “But I must know how to read—today!”


  “Darla, we’ve talked about this before. You know that’s not how it works. How many times do we have to go over it?”


  Mabel examined the coffee table, searching for something.


  “Darla, where is the primer?”


  Darla looked away innocently.


  “You know, Mabel, I am not really quite sure where the primer is. The fact it’s missing is really quite a shock to me!”


  Mabel crossed her arm under her chest.


  “Oh, really?” Mabel narrowed her eyes.


  Darla looked over at Mabel and then let her glance wander to the wastebasket in the corner of the room. Mabel followed her gaze and threw up her hands in despair.


  “Darla! You didn’t! Not again!”


  “I have no idea what you are referring to,” Darla said, looking up at the ceiling.


  Mabel walked over to the wastebasket, bent over and looked inside. She pushed a few papers out of the way. Then she grabbed hold of something and held it up next to her face.


  “I have no idea where it is,” she said in a reasonable imitation of a five-year-old girl.


  Darla touched her lower lip thoughtfully.


  “Mabel! Are you implying I had something to do with this? It could have been, you know…what’s-his-name. He has free access to this room too.”


  Mabel looked at her sharply. ‘His name is Jimmy, Darla. And for your information, he is one year old and can barely walk without help.”


  “So you say…”


  Mabel sighed and shook her head. Then she walked over to the couch and sat down next to Darla.


  Mabel opened the book. The Reading Primer. The much-hated baby book. It was meant to teach little kids to read. That was its only purpose. Darla despised it. That’s why she threw it away after every session with Mabel. How the fuck was she supposed to learn to read from this terrible, stupid book? The writers obviously had no taste. She knew this because Mabel had read it to her at least a hundred times. The day Darla learned how to read for real and forever, she would take this shitty little book and burn it. And she didn’t care if she burned down the whole neighborhood along with it.


  “Okay, Darla, here we go. Page one. Are you ready?” Mabel paused, waiting for Darla to nod. Darla did. Mabel continued, “What letter is that?”


  Darla looked at the page. She had seen it at least a hundred times. “S,” she said dutifully.


  “And what sound does the letter ‘S’ make?”


  “Sssssss,” Darla said, a look of fiendish disgust on her face.


  “Darla, if you aren’t going to take this seriously, then…”


  “Okay fine!” Darla retorted. She was starting to feel fidgety. It’s happening again!


  “What are the next two letters?” Mabel asked.


  “‘E.”


  “Good. What sound does ‘E’ make?”


  “Eeeeeeee,” Darla said, rolling her eyes. This was so annoying.


  “So the word is S-E-E. How do you say it?” Mabel asked.


  Darla looked at it. S-E-E. I have no fucking clue! “Um, SuhhhhhhhhhEeeeeeeeeeeeee?”


  “Yes, that’s right! That’s the word ‘See’!” Mabel exclaimed encouragingly. She was relaxing into her role as teacher.


  “Okay,” Darla said. Her mind wandering and her leg started to kick, thumping lightly against the couch.


  “Alright, what’s the next letter?”


  “Um, uh ‘D’?”


  “And what sound does the letter ‘D’ make?”


  Darla lost it. She leapt up, ran to the front door and opened it. “Duuuuuhhhhh!” Then she slammed the door loudly and tore down the steps. Darla didn’t come back inside the house for an hour.


  After she returned, Darla ran straight over to the wastebasket. Sure enough, the primer was right where it belonged.


  Mabel had finally seen the light!
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  The Day of Rest


  Darla dreamed of swimming in a dense, amber sea strewn with large icebergs, all moving silently around her. Oddly, she wasn’t cold at all. In fact, she had the strangest feeling of lightness, almost giddiness. She leaned back and swam, her arms wheeling in reverse.


  Then she stopped for a moment and pondered. Oh yeah. Darla remembered she had absolutely no idea how to swim and immediately sank beneath the waves without a trace.


  


  Darla rubbed her eyes. Where was she? She looked around. She was in bed. It was morning. The room was way too bright so she decided to close her eyes again. She yawned and laid her head back down on the pillow. Shit, she was tired—and her head ached.


  She took a chance and opened her eyes again, this time letting them slowly adjust to the light. Did she get hit by a freight train? She thought carefully, trying to remember. What did she do last night? What did she do? Hmmm… An image formed. She briefly glimpsed…what? A glass?


  Oh, right!


  Her eyes popped open. The whole episode came back to her.


  Darla woke up in the middle of the night to use the bathroom. She was on her way back when she heard a sound from the living room, so she decided to investigate. She found her mother there, dead asleep on the couch. She was still dressed in her clothes from the day. She was also snoring really loud. Yuck.


  In her mother’s outstretched hand was a half-full glass that by some miracle hadn’t managed to fall on the floor yet. There was a thin stream of amber liquid, drip, drip, dripping from it. Good God, her mother had fallen asleep with a half-full glass of booze still in her hand. Fucking unbelievable!


  Well, no use letting it go to waste.


  Darla gently pried the glass from her mother’s hand, watching her face carefully as she did so. She would be in big trouble if her mother woke up, that was for sure. Then her mother stirred and the hand holding the glass opened wide. Darla had to move fast to save the whole thing from crashing to the carpet. She caught the glass, only losing a few drops in the process.


  Ha-cha!


  She brought the glass to her lips, steeling herself for the harsh taste. She gulped the contents down in three quick swallows. Oh the burn! She closed her eyes. Shit! This stuff was so nasty.


  Darla opened one eye and looked at the bottle on the table. The label had been torn clean off. No telling what the fuck this was. Not that she could read the label anyway.


  She set the glass down on the coffee table very gently, keeping an eye on her mother’s sleeping face the entire time. She was completely out.


  Almost immediately, Darla felt a deep warm sensation creep up from her stomach. She smiled and tip-toed from the living room and made her way back down the hallway to her room. She went inside and closed the door, feeling like she was about to giggle. She hiccuped and laughed as she realized she had gotten away with drinking her mother’s booze. She did a silly little dance of victory in her room.


  What to do now? Darla looked around. She walked over to her desk and opened a drawer at random. That’s it! She pulled out a bunch of papers and fished in the drawer, looking for…for, a pair of scissors. She found them and held them up triumphantly. Then she immediately plopped down on her rug and started cutting. She hadn’t played with these fucking paper dolls in years. These fucking things were so goddam great. The greatest toy humanity had ever invented. She cut and cut and cut. Darla did this until she felt sleepy. She yawned, rubbed her eyes, and crawled back into bed.


  Now it was morning and she was awake, if you could call it that. Her head was spinning and she felt like she was going to vomit.


  There was a loud knock at her door.


  “Darla, wake up, we have to leave in a half-hour.”


  It was her mother. Shit! What was that? They had to go somewhere today? What the fuck?


  Darla’s eyes popped open wide with the horrifying realization that it was…Sunday.


  Sunday! Crap! Church? Nooooo!


  Darla put her head under the covers and croaked, in a loud voice, “I can’t go, I feel sick!” Boy, was that the truth.


  “Darla Darling, you get out here pronto, young lady. I don’t have time to fight with you on this. You will get your butt out here so we can go to church as a goddamn family!”


  Darla heard her mother’s footsteps fade away as she stormed down the hall. Despite her head pounding, Darla had to smile. Her mother had absolutely no conception of irony.


  Darla mentally prepared herself to get out of bed. She knew that tone. There would be no getting out of going today.


  


  Darla wore the pink dress with ruffled sleeves that she absolutely loathed. She hated this fucking dress. It made her look like a goddamn baby. Her mother had insisted she change out of her shorts. Whata jip.


  She looked down at the hymnal in her hands and pretended to sing along. Why did her mother bother handing her a hymnal? Not only could Darla not read the words, but she sure as hell couldn’t read music.


  Her mother, her sister and Darla were all standing in a row. Mabel was holding what’s-his-name in her arms and bouncing him gently with no regard for the actual rhythm that she was singing to. How does she even do that?


  Darla hated this fucking place. All of these people pretending to love Jesus. What a joke. Jesus himself would have had little patience for this group. Half of these people beat their kids, slept with their neighbors, and cheated on their taxes. What a bunch of lousy hypocrites.


  The service started some time ago. Darla had difficulty judging without a clock to go by, but it should be time soon for the little kids to leave for Sunday School. Ugh.


  Darla hated Sunday School with a passion. She wished her mother would just forget about it. Worse yet, since this was a new church, her mother would be expected to walk Darla to the Sunday School class, just like she was a little fucking baby. Dear God, if you are up there, please don’t let this happen. She looked over at her sister Mabel, bravely attempting to sing in tune to the hymn. Oh dear God. My ears, they hurt! Mabel was a lovely gal, but she couldn’t carry a tune in a shopping basket. Ouch.


  Darla looked across the aisle. There he was: Uncle Murray.


  Darla made brief eye contact with him as he glanced over at them. She tried to glare at him, but he broke eye contact with her too quickly. This was Uncle Murray’s church too, unfortunately. He had recommended it to Darla’s mother when he found out they were looking for a new church. What a good brother. Fuck you, Murray! That’s right, you shit-head! You better look away. Murray seemed to sense her rage: he swallowed a lump in his throat, but that could have just been coincidence. Darla hoped not. Darla would get even, oh yes she would. The careless way Murray had fucked up her career would be avenged. Darla smiled an evil little smile.


  


  Darla’s mother held Darla’s hand firmly as they made their way downstairs to the church basement for Sunday School. So much for the power of prayer. Thanks a lot, God!


  The stairs themselves were old and a bit topsy-turvy, just like the building itself. The planks creaked and groaned as the two of them descended to the stone floor. The basement of the church was where the classrooms were. In Darla’s admittedly brief experience, this was a typical arrangement.


  Darla had been banned from attending Sunday School at her last church. Yes, they—the people in charge of the school, had been bested, or maybe a better word was exhausted, by a tiny child. How pathetic.


  Darla had tried to be good, but it was just so hard! She couldn’t help herself. Part of her knew her mother would fume when she acted up, but frankly, Darla really didn’t give a shit. Her mother was the one who insisted on bringing Darla to church, so her mother would have to deal with the consequences.


  Darla wasn’t really sure why her mother cared so much about her religious upbringing anyway. Did she really think Darla would just fall for all of that dreck, that Christian dogma? Was it Darla’s fault she didn’t swallow it all wholesale? God, what did they expect? Those bible stories were so full of plot holes they could be used to sift flour. Come on, a forty day flood? Ridiculous. Darla had never seen more than two rainy days in a row—ever. Who writes this stuff? It seemed fairly obvious to her that the bible itself was written as a masterful piece of science fiction. H. G. Wells couldn’t have done better himself. Darla couldn’t wait until she could read H. G. Wells on her own. Mabel had read her some excerpts of short stories and Darla loved them. That said, she had no intention of starting a religion based on H. G. Wells’ writing. Sheesh!


  As the two of them carefully descended, Darla wondered if their family had been forced to find a new church because Darla herself had been banned from their last one. She had told her mother she would be happy to spend the entire service sitting in the pew and drawing in her sketchbook. Wasn’t that enough? Why did her mother insist on enrolling Darla in these insipid classes? Truthfully, there were occasional good times. They did do some fun crafts, but her old Sunday School teacher had wanted the kids to turn every single piece of artwork into a picture of Jesus or Mary and Joseph. Enough already! Darla had brought home about a million pictures of the Baby Jesus. Darla was fucking sick of them.


  Eventually, Darla had stopped doing these baby pictures, except when forced to. Instead, she used the craft supplies to create pictures of whatever popped into her head. One day it might be architecture, the next: the Devil. Could Darla help it if being in church made her consider epic dualities? Good versus Evil? Life versus Death? God versus the Devil? Darla had her suspicions about the Devil. She had tried to share them with her classmates and had been stifled. No one wanted to hear her opinion. It baffled her. Wasn’t it obvious? God made the Devil because the world would be completely fucking boring without him. Just think it through, people! Instead of facing facts, they had shot the messenger and kicked Darla out of class. Well, the truth would prevail in the end. Darla felt that the whole episode had been a sad affront to her freedom of speech.


  Darla had so many problems with this stupid religion. Take creation, for example. The Sunday School teacher had said that God made the world, like it was some kind of complicated watch. He had made it out of some stuff and then he left it ticking. This made absolutely no sense to Darla and she had told them so. What was this “stuff” God had used to make the world out of and where did he get it? If there wasn’t anything except God in the beginning, then wouldn’t anything he created be made of him? What other materials might be lying around in the void for him to use? God was it! So by deduction, wouldn’t that actually make all of us, as a physical fact, God? It was only logical. Use your head, kids.


  Darla was in the middle of making this particular point when she found herself briskly ushered back to the main service, sitting with her family in their church pew for like the tenth time. Her mother had glared at her fiercely. She knew Darla had been talking again. But now Darla knew the easiest way to get out of Sunday School. That was worth something. Amen indeed.


  


  Darla and her mother reached the bottom of the rickety steps. Their shoes echoed as they walked, looking for her classroom. There were quite a few rooms down here. Some were locked. Others were open but empty.


  Finally, at the end of the hall, Darla and her mother found a room that contained several small tables, where a dozen or so children sat coloring quietly. There was some whispering, but it seemed like the teacher had the room pretty much under control. Darla assumed that the actual “class” part of Sunday School had not yet started. They were late of course, but not very.


  “Mrs. Parsons?” her mother asked, as they made their way between two long tables in the center of the room.


  An older woman at the end of the room glanced up from a stack of papers she was holding and looked at the two of them. She was sitting in the only normal sized chair in the room. Oh good. We get to play three-year-olds today and sit in teeny baby chairs. How fucking exciting!


  “Yes. Are you Mrs. Darling?”


  “I am,” her mother said, “and this, is Darla.”


  Her mother glanced down at Darla and squeezed her hand a little harder than was strictly necessary for proper grip. Several of the kids looked up from their work and stared at Darla and her mother.


  Darla took a moment to look around the room. In addition to the two long tables, there were bookshelves that ran the entire length of the room. These had various wicker baskets tucked into them, probably for art supplies. It looked like the classroom was pretty well equipped. This might not be too bad after all. Darla wondered how open minded this Mrs. Parsons was.


  “Well hello, Darla,” said Mrs. Parsons. “It’s so nice to meet you.” She held out her hand. That was unusual; most adults didn’t do that.


  “Hi,” Darla said shyly. She grabbed her mother’s dress with one hand, and put the index finger of her free hand into her mouth. She looked down at the ground.


  Mrs. Parsons said, “Darla, why don’t you find a spot to sit down. There are some art supplies on the tables. Please feel free to draw whatever you’d like to.”


  Darla glanced up at her mother, who gave her a quizzical look. She must be wondering why Darla was putting on the shy act. She probably thought Darla was up to no good, but it really wasn’t so. Darla was just feeling a bit strange and bashful.


  “Um, bye. I’ll see you upstairs later,” Darla said to her mother.


  “Yes,” her mother said evenly, still giving Darla a critical eye. “How about at the end of class? Like the way it’s supposed to be?” She had a forced smile on her lips. She narrowed her eyes at Darla and then looked back at the teacher.


  “Thanks, Mrs. Parsons,” her mother said. Then she turned and walked out, her heels clicking on the stone floor as she left.


  Darla turned and looked at the tables. Several of the kids there were looking at her. Some were smiling. There were several empty seats. Darla saw one next to a small girl with a mop of curly blonde hair who was completely absorbed with a piece of paper in front of her. She was drawing on this paper with one hand, her other hand holding it down as she scribbled fiendishly.


  Almost as if she sensed Darla’s gaze, the little girl looked up. Her eyes opened wide and a huge grin spread across her face. She had a humungous gap where her two front teeth had been. She began gesturing wildly for Darla to take the seat next to her, pointing and generally making it impossible for Darla to ignore her. The little girl got so carried away that she kneeled on her seat, put her hands together like she was praying and whispered, “please, please, please, please, please” over and over, her eyes wide and silly. That made Darla smile.


  Mrs. Parsons cleared her throat. “Darla, it appears that Emma might enjoy your company. Why don’t you go over there and sit next to her?”


  Darla nodded absently and walked around the back of the table. She walked over to where Emma was sitting.


  “You ah Dahwa, wight?” Emma asked, the gap in her teeth distorting her speech.


  “Yes, I am. You are Emma?”


  “Yeth I am, Dahwa.”


  Darla sat down next to Emma, who appraised her with such wide-eyed enthusiasm that Darla almost recoiled from the directness of it. She wasn’t used to being looked at in such frank and guileless manner. Who—or what, was this girl?


  She appeared to be about Darla’s age, maybe a half-year younger. She had large, pale blue eyes which had an odd tendency to flit about, looking at all parts of a thing at once. And that wasn’t the only remarkable thing about her eyes. They almost seemed to sparkle—or maybe glisten was a better word. Darla thought they might be the eyes of a madwoman. But it was clearly a madness with nothing more malevolent behind it than the love of bunnies, unicorns and the color pink. It was an adorable madness.


  Emma’s hair was blonde, about as blonde as hair could be without being white. It was the color of the palest gold. And Emma had many curls, which bounced crazily as she looked around. The bouncing of these blonde ringlets punctuated everything that Emma said. She spoke and the curls bounced. She stopped speaking and the curls bounced. Sometimes her curls bounced when she was perfectly still, which as it turned out, was never.


  Emma was so excited to meet Darla that Darla thought she might explode. However, she soon learned that this was Emma’s natural state.


  “Dahwa, It ith tho nith to meet you it weally ith! You will be my new fwend! Thee what I’m colowing? Can you tell what it ith? Can you geth it?” she asked very excitedly, as she turned the drawing towards Darla.


  “Hmmm,” Darla said. “Well, it looks like a house and there are people. Is that your family?” Emma’s excitement was making Darla feel lethargic by comparison. Darla decided at that moment that Emma was actually insane.


  “Yeth! You gethed it! I knew you would geth it! You are vewy thmart, Dahwa. Do you like to cowor? I weally like yaw dweth, Dahwa. Pink ith my favowite cowor too!”


  Darla looked down at her own dress, smirking. “Thanks,” she said sarcastically, “glad you like it. Hey, could I use one of your sheets of paper, Emma?” Emma had taken a large stack of paper and was only drawing on the top sheet.


  “Of corth, Dahwa. Here. And here ah thome cwayonth, okay?” Emma pushed a bunch of crayons and several sheets of paper towards Darla, so they both could reach them.


  Darla began to draw.


  “What ith that, Dahwa?”


  “You’ll see,” Darla replied mysteriously.


  “Ith it a tawkey?


  “Ith it an eyeth cweam cone?


  “Ith it a faith?


  “Ith it a thpoon?


  “Ith it a fith?


  “Ith it a cwown?


  “Ith it the moon?


  “Ith it a pawcupine?”


  Emma kept making guesses, her elbows on the table, her chubby cheeks resting on her palms. She was so close to Darla’s drawing that her nose almost touched it.


  The ridiculous guesses, Emma’s lisp and her absurd level of concentration were just too much for Darla and she began giggling uncontrollably.


  “Girls…” Mrs. Parsons said from where she was sitting.


  Emma and Darla did not even hear her. Darla was no longer even trying to draw anything. She was having too much fun listening to Emma’s guesses. Now she was just drawing freeform squiggles.


  “Ith is a tawtle?


  “Ith is a waith cah?


  “Ith it a candle?


  “Ith it a thircle?


  “Ith it a tire?


  “Ith it a chicken?”


  Emma continued at a breakneck pace, her curls bouncing with every guess.


  Darla was now howling with laughter and all of the children were looking at them, some shocked and some smiling. Then the nearby kids began to giggle, covering their mouths with their hands. They kept glancing back at the teacher, whose face was getting red.


  “Okay girls, that’s enough!” Mrs. Parsons said forcefully, standing up.


  “Ith it a cow?


  “Ith it a poweethman?


  “Ith it a twain?


  “Ith it a poopyhead?”


  Darla howled with laughter, tears streaming down her cheeks.


  


  Darla looked at Emma’s back. Emma sat several pews in front of Darla, holding her mother’s hand.


  Darla’s eyes were still red from laughing so hard. She couldn’t remember the last time she had laughed like that. It felt so good. That Emma was a puzzle, for sure. Not only was she hilarious, but she had gotten them both kicked out of Sunday School in what must be a world record. They had hardly been there for ten minutes.


  Darla looked up at her own mother, who was glaring down at her reproachfully, her arms folded across her chest.


  “It’s not my fault!” Darla mouthed silently at her mother.


  Sighing heavily, her mother rolled her eyes and shook her head.
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  Gossip


  Mabel pushed Jimmy’s stroller, its rubber wheels bumping and turning on the uneven cobblestones. It was a lovely day. Small birds flitted from branch to branch. Bees crawled in and out of colorful blossoms. The park was always a comforting combination of motion and stillness, sound and silence.


  Mabel loved this place. She thought it might have an official name, but if did so, she didn’t know it. She was an avid plaque reader, but she had never seen any information about this particular park posted anywhere. She just called it: “the park down the street.” To her, it was the perfect park. It was just large enough to contain areas of relative privacy, but not so large to require a map for navigation.


  Without fail, Mabel came here with Jimmy at least once or twice a week. It was a favorite destination for both of them. Sometimes she brought a small flannel blanket which she spread out on the grass. Then she would sit Jimmy in the middle of it and and he would crawl around and explore, while Mabel attempted some reading. There was usually more attempting than actual reading. Jimmy was a handful.


  Mabel often met friends here at the park, other young mothers, girls near her own age. None of them were in her position exactly, but she knew some of them well enough to let them in on her secret. The fact was, no stranger observing Mabel at the park knew Jimmy was her brother and not her son. His age was right, the family resemblance unmistakable. Mabel really could be Jimmy’s mother.


  Mabel didn’t make correcting this natural miscomprehension a priority. It just wasn’t worth the trouble. It tended to put people out. After revealing herself as Jimmy’s sister, she would inevitably need to explain about her mother and where she was. “Why don’t I ever see his mother here?” It was easier to let people believe what they wanted to. Besides, what business of anyone else’s was it anyway?


  Mabel continued pushing the stroller around a small bend in the paved path which made a small arc around some trees. There was a bench here she sometimes stopped at. It was secluded and she knew that her friends would look for her in this general area if any of them were about.


  “Poor thing. I know exactly what you mean. I really don’t know how she stands it.”


  “That’s what I’m telling you, Rose, the stories about that woman. The stories! You would not believe them…”


  “And that’s not all, Jill. The little girl, her little sister, she is a very odd one.”


  “Oh, don’t I know it! Did you hear that they actually let her act—in public? She worked at a theatre, of all places…”


  Mabel froze. Rose? —Oh, dear God. They are talking about me. She glanced down at Jimmy. He was asleep. Mabel almost sighed with relief.


  It was Rose and Jill, two of Mabel’s friends. She had met them here at the park more than a year ago, around the time of Jimmy’s birth. She had walked with them and talked with them many, many times. They obviously had no idea she was within earshot. How long had this conversation been going on?


  Mabel gulped, unsure of what to do. She dared not move or else they would see her. Rose and Jill were supposed to be her friends. But do friends talk about each other like this, behind their backs? Mabel was so confused. She had no experience dealing with a situation like this. It just wasn’t in her nature. She felt betrayed, embarrassed, and angry—all at the same time.


  “Well, I just think it’s an awful shame. Mabel deserves to have a life. Her mother is an absolute disgrace. She’s notorious!”


  Mabel swallowed. She was in serious turmoil now. She didn’t know whether or not to push forward and pretend she hadn’t heard them talking. She really felt like running away, screaming. She could feel the color rising in her cheeks. She was becoming visibly distressed. She tried to back the stroller up a couple of steps as quietly as she could, but the wheels caught on the cobblestones. Shoot!


  “I know, I know, Rose, you don’t have to tell me. And that’s not her only vice. I heard that she drinks—”


  “Hullo, Miss. Is everything alright?” A deep male voice from behind Mabel startled her and she whirled around.


  In front of her was a police officer. He had his hands behind his back. He was making his rounds. This was a normal occurrence in the park, but his timing couldn’t have been worse.


  “Um…yes, officer. Everything’s fine,” she said quietly, trying to keep her voice low. She thought fast. “My wheel is stuck, that’s all. It seems to be okay now. Thanks for asking.”


  “No problem, Miss. Always try and lend a hand where I can. Top of the morning to you.” He touched the brim of his hat in a mild salute, then turned towards the bench, towards Jill and Rose, and tipped his hat again.


  Oh dear. Mabel slowly turned. Both Jill and Rose were standing and staring at her, Jimmy and the officer. They both looked pale and grim.


  The silence stretched on for a few more moments as the officer walked past and disappeared around a bend.


  “Um…Rose, Jill, what are you two doing here?” Mabel asked, pretending she had only just noticed them.


  “Mabel!” they both said simultaneously. They glanced at each other briefly.


  Jill said, “Mabel dear. We didn’t know you were back there. I mean—we didn’t see you…” She trailed off, looking guilty. Then Rose took a deep breath and asked, “How are you my dear? Would you care to join us? We were, uh…just talking…I mean we were wondering whether or not we would, uh, run into you today, it being such a lovely day and all…”


  Mabel felt like she was going to throw up. She knew she needed to get out of there, to be away as quickly as possible.


  “No, I’m so sorry Jill, Rose. I…I was just on my way home. Jimmy’s asleep and I need to get back. I have chores—I mean, I have things to do. Shopping and things I have to do. I’m so sorry.” She turned the stroller around and began walking briskly down the path the way she had come.


  Jill and Rose looked at each other grimly, but said nothing more.


  


  Mabel felt tears coming on. She reached up with her gloved hand and pushed them back. Mabel recalled Rose’s words: “Mabel deserves to have a life, her mother is an absolute disgrace.”


  The sad thing was, it was all perfectly true and there was nothing Mabel could say in defense of any of it.


  But what they said about Darla really stung Mabel. It stung because she was already so attuned to it. Darla was odd, and getting odder by the day. And not in a good way. The conversation Mabel and Darla had last week at the museum really drove the point home. Mabel needed to consider what the best course of action was. There was no use in going to her mother. She was in her own world, one that didn’t include considering the psychological oddities of her five-year-old daughter. No, Mabel would need to act on her own.


  Her family was falling apart and there didn’t seem to be anything Mabel could do about any of it.


  


  So much for fresh air.


  Mabel sat at the kitchen table. Her acute sadness had ebbed, leaving her feeling hollow and worn out. She looked up at the kitchen clock. Not even three in the afternoon. Would this day never end?


  She looked at the stove and saw the tea kettle. Well, at least she could make a cup of tea. Of late, Mabel barely had the desire to do even that. She filled the kettle with water from the sink and placed it on the stove. She turned on the burner and sat at the table. She looked over at Jimmy. He was sitting in his high chair, eating the finger food she had put in front of him. He was very intent on trying to pick something up. One particular piece of cereal was eluding his grasp. He leaned down and got his other hand into the act, but his fingers were just not facile enough to close on whatever it was. He looked at Mabel.


  “What’s the matter, Jimmy? Can’t you pick it up?”


  Jimmy stuck out his lower lip. He continued looking at her.


  “Would you like some help?” Mabel stood and walked over to his chair. She saw his elusive prize. She lifted it up and offered it to him. He took it gingerly from her fingers and immediately placed it in his mouth. He cooed and smiled up at her. She put her hands on his fat cheeks and planted a kiss on his forehead. “All better,” she said, smiling.


  She walked over and turned off the kettle which rumbled on the stove. She filled her tea cup using the infuser from her last abandoned attempt at making tea. She picked up the cup and set it at the table, then sat down.


  “And that’s not all, Jill. The little girl, her little sister, she is a very odd one…”


  Darla really was odd. And not just in the way that Rose was referring to. Her preoccupation with losing her job at the Aurora and her unhealthy obsession with her uncle’s demise were just not right. Unfortunately, Mabel had absolutely no idea what to do about either one.


  Then a thought she had earlier reoccurred to her: maybe she should call her grandmother. Perhaps she could help Mabel sort through things. Grandma was so smart and knew pretty much everything about everything.


  Sometimes Mabel called her grandmother just to hear the sound of her voice. Mabel hated that she lived so far away now. She had moved to the country to take care of Mabel’s grandfather, who passed on just before Darla was born. In fact, the main reason Mabel was now the surrogate mother for the Darling household was because her grandmother had moved away. Her grandmother had been Mabel’s caretaker, her own surrogate mother. They had seen each other pretty much every day.


  Yes, Grandma was due for a phone call.


  


  Mabel hung up the phone. She felt much better after the call. Grandma always had a way of soothing Mabel’s nerves.


  They had talked at length about Darla. Grandma calmed her fears with regards to Uncle Murray. She said it was natural for small children to blame something concrete for their misfortunes and that you couldn’t get more concrete than Murray. Mabel had blushed at that. Her uncle was a large man and Mabel felt a little strange making outright fun of his size, even if his own mother showed no such reluctance.


  Her grandmother suggested Mabel make some inquiries down at the Aurora to see what the situation there really was. Mabel mentioned that Murray had already contacted the theatre, but her grandmother thought a sister might do a better job talking to the people there. Either way, what harm could it do? Darla didn’t have a job. It really couldn’t get any worse, could it?


  In the end, Mabel had agreed. They decided Mabel should call the theatre box office. She would get the names of the higher-ups and then she would make a few exploratory telephone calls.


  Just before hanging up, Grandma suggested to Mabel that she needed to relax. She must have heard the worry in Mabel’s voice. Everything would be fine. Was there anything that Mabel could do for herself? You can’t be looking after everyone else and forget to look after yourself.


  Mabel hung up, deep in thought. Then she got up and headed for her room.


  There was something…


  


  Mabel sat at the kitchen table feeling guilty. There was something she wanted to do for herself—but could she?


  In front of her was a creamy sheet of paper. It was completely blank. She had already returned it to the lacquered wooden box from which it came, no less than three times.


  Mabel kept a ready supply of beautiful paper which she used whenever she had important correspondence to write. Her grandmother had given her both the paper and the fountain pen which she held in her hand. She had taught Mabel how to properly use them both. She said that a girl had a need to write well from time to time. There was an advantage to being able to express yourself through writing. Beautiful writing was a treasure. Written words on a page could be very powerful: they could lift the smallest thoughts to the heavens! Mabel wasn’t sure about that, but she did have a knack for writing and loved to practice. So Mabel wrote as often as she could, trying to perfect both her wording and her penmanship. She knew she was better at it than some, but realistically she still considered herself an amateur.


  Mabel looked again at the blank sheet of paper. Could she do this? Should she? If she didn’t find out, could she live with herself?


  Could Mabel apply to college—today? A crazy notion…wasn’t it?


  She knew what it would mean, of course. It would mean abandoning Jimmy and Darla. That thought made her feel physically ill. On the other hand, she did have dreams of her own. They tickled at the back of her mind. It was like an itch that had to be scratched. She was so torn.


  Mabel tried to think it through. Just sending a letter wouldn’t commit her, right? There really was no harm at all in finding out whether or not a good college would accept her. It might be really easy. She would send a letter listing her history and qualifications for admittance and they would just reject her outright. She would be crushed of course, but she would get over it knowing at least she had tried. Problem solved.


  Mabel thought about Darla. What a brash little girl she was, so unlike Mabel herself. Darla had certainly not been afraid to go after her dreams, had she? She had just turned three when she asked their mother to let her act onstage. Imagine that. Darla had not hesitated at all.


  Mabel steeled herself and checked the fountain pen on a piece of scrap paper to be sure it was properly primed. She would write Holy Cross and inquire about admission. Holy Cross College was a teachers college. That is, it was a place where teachers went to be taught to teach. To teach had always been her dream.


  Mabel would explain her qualifications and her educational background. She would allude to her, um…tight financial status as well, just to see if there was any chance of a scholarship. She knew the money issue would be crucial if she were to make any decision like this.


  Mabel took a deep breath, picked up her beautiful fountain pen, dipped it in the bottle of India ink and wrote for all she was worth.
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  Butch


  Darla skipped down the sidewalk. It was a beautiful Saturday morning and she felt great. She had a good night’s sleep and had woken up early. This was something she liked to do on Saturdays.


  Saturday mornings in their town were very quiet. The hustle and bustle of the week was replaced by a calm order. People had places to go and errands to run, but they moved at a slower pace, without the frenetic bustle of, say, Monday. Yes, Darla loved Saturdays.


  Darla’s route took her through the main part of town. Any other day, she might have been tempted to stop and look at the toys and other neat stuff in the various shop windows, but not today. Today she was going to see Butch.


  Butch was a tough guy. Well, he was as tough as a seven-year-old could be under the circumstances. He had to suffer many of the same little-kid indignities Darla did. His plight was made much less onerous thanks to his wonderful mother, Mrs. Williams. What a pip she was.


  Butch, like Darla herself, was a bit small for his age. He liked to wear a tough-guy cap twisted smartly on his head. Actually, “liked” was the wrong word. Butch lived in that cap. He wore it at all times. Darla had never seen him without it on. It was like a part of his head. His cap almost completely covered up his adorable brown hair, which peeked out discreetly in several spots.


  Butch’s eyes were brown too. He had a tendency to look mopey, but only if you didn’t really know him. Darla had learned that this was the default look his face wore if his mind was blank, like when he wasn’t thinking about anything in particular. It looked like a frown, but it really wasn’t. Actually, Butch smiled and laughed often, sometimes at his own expense. Darla found this attitude really refreshing. He didn’t put himself down like some kids did, but he could make fun of himself when he did something ridiculous. Darla’s own instincts in this area were not as good. She had a tendency to cover up when she made a mistake. Seeing Butch had taught her it was okay to be wrong from time to time. Of course, Darla would still rather be right all the time.


  Butch was also a natural born leader, but he lead in the strangest way possible. It was like he lead without leading. He never made claims on his friend’s loyalty, but they gave it to him—voluntarily. It was like: leadership is a job somebody has to do in order for things to happen at all. If it has to be Butch, then so be it. Darla sensed he would be just as happy if it were someone else. Weird. Darla would rather be in charge at all times. But Butch’s attitude allowed him to relinquish the reins of power whenever he felt like it. One minute he was the leader and then he was suddenly just one of the gang. He did it all so effortlessly.


  Darla skipped past the shops, humming softly to herself. Her mind wandered back to the first time she had met Butch.


  


  Butch and his mother had come to the Aurora to see a show. They had stopped backstage because his mother knew someone who worked at the theatre, one of the costumers. Butch was very polite, almost bashful when he told Darla how much he enjoyed the show. Darla thought he was so cute. The two of them went out and sat in the empty theatre. They talked about life and being little and put out. Butch told Darla about all of the amazing places in his neighborhood and she told him about her life under the lights. They hit it off right away.


  But of course it hadn’t lasted. Her pain-in-the-ass mother saw to that. When she arrived at the theatre to pick Darla up and caught them shyly holding hands, she had practically lifted Darla from the seat she was in. How fucking degrading. Oh yeah Butch, I’m a big girl! See my nitwit mother picking me up like a goddamn ventriloquist dummy? God, how fucking annoying. Her mother couldn’t manage her own love life for shit, but she sure as hell was going to be “Mother of the Year” when it came to Darla’s. What a hypocrite.


  It turned out that her mother didn’t like Butch. She said he was from the “wrong” side of town. Darla couldn’t figure out how a town could have a side, but perhaps civil geometry was beyond her. Oh well.


  Before she had been rudely ripped away by her mother, Darla had told Butch where she lived and he had remembered. The very next weekend he came to her house pushing a little wooden scooter he had actually made himself. Darla was very impressed. His visit would have been for naught if Darla’s mom had seen him first, but thankfully Darla was outside playing on the front porch when he rode up. He was dressed in what appeared to be the same clothes he been in the week before. They were quite dusty from the ride. He waved when he saw her. She waved back, smiling like a little girl. Oh man, how dumb do I look? How could I ever hope to be half as cool and amazing as this guy? He has seen it all!


  Butch was so much fun to talk to. Darla felt like he really understood her. Okay, calm down. Don’t go all lovey-dovey on the poor guy, right? She tried to relax, but just being around him made her feel funny.


  So the next weekend Darla had told her mother she was going over to play at Emma’s house.


  Darla hadn’t quite made up her mind about Emma yet. Sure, she made Darla laugh in Sunday School, but she did love the color pink. Hmmm…and that awful lisp. Darla really had to concentrate to understand her at all. But Emma was on the “approved friends” list as far as her mother was concerned. Also, she lived close enough to the Darling’s house that Darla was allowed to walk there on her own. Her mother hadn’t really paid much attention that particular morning anyway. As usual, she was still hung over from the night before. Darla knew this and timed everything perfectly.


  So Darla had gone right past Emma’s house on her way to Butch’s neighborhood. Her mother’s attitude made Darla appraise the homes in the area with a more judging eye. She noticed they were dirtier and dingier and there was some evidence of disrepair. She had to admit that the houses and cars—the material possessions, were not as nice as they were on her side of town. Darla was annoyed at her mother for making her care about this. Why should it matter? The people here were friendlier and that was more important anyway, right? Why did her mother have to be such a snob?


  Darla had turned down Butch’s street and found him playing with a group of four or five other boys, all around his age. He grinned when he saw her and they stopped whatever it was they were doing. It looked like some kind of baseball derivative played with a broom handle and what looked like a ridiculously taped up rubber ball.


  Butch sauntered over as if he owned the world and introduced her to his gang. Some of them looked at her warily, as if she were a poisonous snake thrust into their midst. She ignored the attitude and asked what they were playing. They all tried to answer her at once. Then she asked if she could play. They looked skeptical for a second, but Butch nodded and that was that.


  Darla had played stickball for about two hours and got good and sweaty, right along with the boys. Afterwards, Butch invited them all to his house to get something to drink.


  Butch’s house was painted white, as were most of houses on the street. It was a very plain wooden structure fronted by a set of rickety steps which lead up to a small screened-in front porch. Ideally, a porch like this one would exist to be enjoyed on hot summer days. There was room enough for a couple of wicker chairs and a table on which iced tea or something could be set. Only there were no glasses, or table or chairs. Instead, the porch was being used as a miniature warehouse.


  There were all manner of things on the porch. There was an old dresser and some floor lamps along with closed cardboard boxes and several stacks of old books. The items weren’t filthy or dirty in the least. Everything was old but all the items were stacked very neatly. A porch warehouse? Darla had never seen anything like it before.


  Butch and Darla had left the gang out on the steps and went inside to meet Butch’s mother, Mrs. Williams. Darla loved her immediately. She asked where Darla was from and made sure to inquire if Darla’s mother knew where she was for the day. Darla insisted that she did with her most earnest face and Mrs. Williams looked satisfied.


  After seeing the inside of the house, Darla understood the porch. Butch’s house was very, very small. Darla estimated that the Williams’ had about half the living space the Darlings had in their apartment. To make matters worse, there were six people living there as opposed to Darla’s four. Butch, his two older brothers, his baby sister, his mom and his dad all lived in this tiny place. Darla could barely fathom it.


  However, there was one thing Butch’s house had that Darla’s apartment did not. Darla couldn’t really put her finger on exactly what to call it. Heart? Soul? A warm fuzzy center? Maybe Mrs. Williams was the heart. Could a person imbue a place with a feeling? All Darla knew was that when she entered Butch’s house, she felt like she was in a real home. She did not feel that way about her own house. Darla knew Mabel tried very hard to do the same thing, but it just wasn’t there. Maybe it was the trying? Mrs. Williams didn’t try to make their house homey. It just was. Maybe part of it was that this house had no malevolent forces working against it from the inside. Her mother… Well, no use dwelling on that. She was here at the homey house for the day. She might as well enjoy it for as long as it lasted.


  Butch and Darla went back outside and sat down on the steps with the gang. A few minutes later, Mrs. Williams brought out a plate of cookies and a big pitcher of lemonade and they all had their fill. That was the kind of mother Mrs. Williams was.


  Boy, how wonderful…these people were all so fucking normal. Why did everyone have a mother that wasn’t a complete nitwit? Darla realized thoughts like these were pointless. She was little and would be under her mother’s control for a goddamn, long time. She shuddered at the thought.


  Soon after, Darla decided she should probably go. The odds of her mother figuring out the ruse were increasing the more time Darla spent here. She thanked Mrs. Williams, who smiled and said, “Say hi to your Mom for me.”


  Then Darla said goodbye to the gang. They made her promise to come back as soon as she could. Darla liked them all. They were a good gang and she had won them over pretty easily. She nodded and started the trip back home. What a great day!


  


  Darla thought about that day as she skipped past the shop windows. She hoped the gang would be outside of Butch’s house again and that she could hang out with them all day long. Darla’s mother was out and Mabel was in charge. Dear God in heaven. If Darla ever had to live Mabel’s life she would slit her own throat. Thank God I’m not seventeen. Presumably, Mabel would be giving up her day to watch what’s-his-name, and for what? Mabel was such a milksop. She always said yes to everything their mother wanted her to do. Well, at least it was trivially easy to fool Mabel. Too easy, really.


  Darla was still skipping and humming when she suddenly realized she must have skipped right by Butch’s street. She didn’t recognize where she was, so she stopped for a moment. The houses here were older and even more run down than the ones on Butch’s street. Shit, where the hell was she? She went over the route in her head and tried to figure out where she went wrong. Suddenly, there was a cough from behind her and she turned to see a grownup walking slowly up the street. He was dressed in a dingy coat that was buttoned up to his neck, even though it was going to be a typical hot day. Weird.


  Darla turned to the man and asked him for directions. He stopped and looked down, as if noticing her for the first time. He rubbed his grimy chin with a grimy hand. Darla never saw people that looked like this in her neighborhood. She chided herself. Now she was thinking like her mother. She forced herself to smile up at the man.


  “Let me see,” he said, looking puzzled for a moment. He appeared to be giving the matter a great deal of thought. Then he squatted down so his eyes were level with Darla’s and said roughly, “Are you lost, little girl?” There was a funny smell on his breath. A stale smell.


  Darla saw the man eyeing the small purse she had with her. Suddenly she felt very uneasy and unconsciously began to edge backwards a bit, clutching at the purse on her arm. Noticing her move to back up, the man lunged for her bag and tore it from her grasp.


  “Mine!” he shouted. He immediately stood up and loped back down the street, the way he had come. Darla’s mouth immediately flew open and she screamed. It was a little-freaking-girl scream. Darla had no idea that she was even capable of making such a noise. It was loud as hell!


  If the man had heard her, he did not show it or slow down at all. He was about a block away when suddenly there was a commotion and then he was on the ground. He had apparently gotten his legs tangled in something. She could hear him making muffled cursing sounds and saw a small figure run up to his prone form and make a grab for two things, one with each hand. Then the figure made a beeline for Darla. He was about halfway to her when she recognized him. It was Butch, holding her purse in one hand and his stickball stick in the other.


  “Come on!” he yelled as he ran up to her, “Follow me.” He handed her purse back to her.


  They ran up the street together, with Butch leading—hooting and laughing with wild abandon. Darla spent the rest of the afternoon with Butch and the gang, just as she had hoped. On her way back home Darla was a bit warier. She realized the other side of the tracks was different from where she lived. It had more highs and lows than she was used to. The friendly people were often much friendlier but the mean people could be much meaner.
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  The Application


  Mabel stood downtown in front of a letter box. In her hands she held a creamy envelope which was addressed, stamped and all ready to mail. The problem was, Mabel hadn’t put it in the box and it was beginning to look like she might not after all. This innocent little envelope held her greatest hopes and her biggest fear.


  It held her application to Holy Cross College.


  Mabel had no idea what to do. She gripped the envelope, squeezing it first with her left hand and then with her right. A part of her realized this was all foolishness. Just sending the letter isn’t betraying anyone, is it? She knew it wasn’t so, objectively, but this was the first time she had allowed a glimmer of her inner desire to rise to the surface. It felt liberating and terrifying all at once. Mabel shivered, even though the day was quite warm.


  Mabel was startled from her inner turmoil by a polite cough behind her. “Is everything okay, Miss?”


  She whirled around and found herself looking directly at Charles Smith. “Charles! What are you doing here?” she said quickly—and defensively, she realized. Gosh, she was jumpy. She really did feel guilty.


  “Miss Mabel! Er, nothing Miss Mabel, just coming out to mail some letters, that’s all. I come out here every day at this time to mail the daily… um, mail,” he said, uncomfortably.


  “Oh, right!” she said, apologetic, “Of course you do.” Charles looked so put out, Mabel had to admit he was sort of adorable. She looked around. How had she ended up at the letter box right in front of the grocery store?


  “I’m so sorry, Charles, I was just going to mail this letter, see?” She found herself holding up the letter, trying to prove she had some good reason to stand here like a buffoon.


  Charles squinted at the the letter and his eyes suddenly went wide. He gasped.


  Mabel was startled by this unexpected reaction. Was he upset with her for applying to Holy Cross College? She tried to pull the letter back, but Charles reached up and held the corner gently with two big fingers. He studied it intently.


  “Miss Mabel!” he said, astonished.


  “What, Charles, what is it? Is there a misspelling, did I do something wrong?” Now she was truly concerned. All of her feelings about betraying her family started bubbling up. If he didn’t stop it soon, she might start crying!


  He took his eyes from the envelope and looked reverently into hers. “Oh, no Miss Mabel. It’s just that I have never seen handwriting so beautiful in all of my life. You have the most perfect handwriting I have ever seen, cross my heart and hope to die.”


  Mabel’s jaw fell open and she shook her head. What was he talking about? Nice handwriting? Has he gone insane?


  “Miss Mabel, after you are finished posting this letter, would you be so kind as to follow me into the store for a minute? I promise it will only take up a moment of your time. It would mean a great deal to me, it truly would.”


  Mabel was so confused by this non-sequitur, that she let go of the envelope. Charles was still holding it.


  He looked at her and smiled. “Well then, Miss Mabel, allow me.” Then, with nary a thought, Charles Smith opened the slot and pushed the envelope through. It tumbled down to the bottom of the letter box, lost to her forever.


  She looked at the slot in disbelief, her mind reeling. It’s gone! Her jaw opened and shut and then she broke into a spontaneous grin. She took Charles by the arm and walked him towards the grocery store.


  “Charles Smith, I will accompany you! Lead the way, sir.” She spoke gaily, her heart suddenly unburdened. The choice had been made for her.


  


  “Ma, look here, Ma! Look and see what Miss Mabel can do!” Charles said as he excitedly pulled Mabel up to the counter.


  Mrs. Smith, behind the counter, her reading glasses on her nose, was looking over a giant ledger. She had a stubby pencil between her fingers barely longer than her first knuckle. She looked up.


  “Charles Smith, what in tarnation are you going on about, boy? Can’t you see I’m busy?” Mrs. Smith registered Mabel’s presence and she softened. She took her glasses off with her free hand.


  “Why, Miss Mabel Darling…it is so nice to see you my dear…and with Charles!” She gave Mabel a meaningful glance.


  Oh dear, not that again! “Mrs. Smith, I really have no idea what Charles is talking about, truly!” She was half out of breath from their brisk walk through the store.


  “Ma, do you have a pen and some ink handy?”


  Mrs. Smith looked skeptical. “What on earth for, boy?”


  “Trust me, Ma. You ain’t never seen anything like this!”


  “Haven’t ever,” Mrs. Smith said distractedly as she reached under the counter, feeling about for something. Mabel was absolutely clueless. What was happening?


  Mrs. Smith pulled a quill pen from under the counter along with a small bottle of black ink.


  Charles slid a scrap piece of paper over to Mabel along the countertop. Mrs. Smith set the quill and the bottle of ink down next to it.


  “Go ahead, Miss Mabel. Show her.” Charles beamed, perfectly proud of her already. But for what reason, Mabel had absolutely no idea.


  “Do what, Charles? What is this all about?” Mabel asked, perplexed.


  “Write something, Miss Mabel! Ma…you ain’t never seen handwriting this pretty!”


  Write something? What was he talking about? “Write what?” Mabel asked.


  “Anything!” he implored her. Then he looked up thinking, “I know, write ‘Cucumbers on sale today, five cents.’” He nodded expectantly.


  “Well, uh, okay…” Mabel opened the bottle of ink and checked the quill. It was in serviceable shape. Her fountain pen was a superior instrument, but she could probably make this pen write if she applied herself. She dipped it into the bottle and made a couple of short lines in the corner of the scrap, just to get the feel of it. Every pen had a distinct way about it.


  Then Mabel wrote, in her best penmanship: Cucumbers on sale today, five cents. She added a few flourishes, which she liked to do when writing in cursive. “There, is that all you wanted?” She looked up at the two Smiths. Both of them had their jaws open. What was the matter with these two?


  “Why Mabel Darling, how would you like a job?” Mrs. Smith asked without hesitation.


  Mabel gasped.


  


  “What took you so long?” her mother said sourly, holding a cigarette between her fingers. She was sitting at the kitchen table in her nightgown. It was four in the afternoon.


  Jimmy was in his high chair playing with a couple of biscuits lying on the tray in front of him. He was drooling and making squeaking noises. He looked at Mabel and smiled. He bounced up and down in his chair. Well, at least someone is happy to see me.


  “Nothing, um I…” Mabel hesitated. She decided not to share the news regarding her job offer from the Smiths just yet. She wasn’t sure exactly how the news would be received. Mabel had accepted their offer. How could she not? Charles and Mrs. Smith were very insistent. Besides, what harm could there be in it? Mabel figured that some extra money might come in handy. The family didn’t really need it, but more was probably better than less.


  To be honest, Mabel had never seriously considered her family’s finances before. There always seemed to be enough money. She had no clue where it came from. She assumed there was a source of money she knew nothing about. There had to be: her mother had never had a full-time job. Mabel’s curiosity on the topic had never been piqued enough to inquire about the details. She already had enough to do around the house, what with practically running it herself. Besides, her mother payed the bills. It was her only solid contribution to the family Mabel could count on.


  The other reason Mabel didn’t mention the job was that she wasn’t sure how her mother would feel about having a family member working at a grocery store. Her mother had an elitist streak. How would she feel about it? Mabel had already discarded her own reservations about the grocery store. They were nonsense. The Smiths were fine people and the business was sound and upright. Any bias she had felt was probably a reflection of her mother’s viewpoint. Well, her mother would learn to live with it, that’s all. And besides, the job was only part-time to start with. Her mother would need to watch Jimmy for a few hours a week. It shouldn’t be that difficult.


  “Where is the milk? Isn’t that why you went down there?” her mother asked, frowning.


  “Oh, dear!” Mabel exclaimed, nonplussed. “I guess I forgot!” She was truly embarrassed by this. She had left ostensibly to pick up milk which they actually did need. “I had a lot of things on my mind, Mom, I must have, well I, I don’t know… should I go back and get some?”


  Her mother looked at her strangely. Smoke from her cigarette curled languidly in front of her face.


  “What? No, don’t bother. I can pick some up later. I have to go out.” She stubbed out what remained of the cigarette in the white, ceramic ashtray, stood up and walked out of the kitchen using the door closest to the bathroom.


  Simultaneously, the door from the living room hallway opened and Darla pushed into the kitchen. She stopped for a moment and sniffed. She wrinkled her nose and asked, “Were you smoking?”


  Mabel gave Darla a frown. “No, Darla! You know I don’t smoke. It was Mom, she just went to get ready to leave. We are out of milk, by the way. Mom is going to pick some up later.”


  Darla looked at Mabel quizzically. “How did you know that I was coming in for milk?”


  “I don’t know. You looked thirsty, I guess,” Mabel said noncommittally.


  Darla gave her a long look and narrowed her eyes. She whispered, “You have secret powers, Mabel.” Then she turned to the kitchen sink, climbed up onto her step stool and took down a small glass, which she filled with cold water.


  As Darla gulped, she opened the door to the living room, pushing it with her back.


  “Don’t spill that,” Mabel said automatically.


  Darla arched her eyebrows and stopped drinking. “Mabel, it’s water.” She completed her exit and the door swung closed.


  Smart aleck.


  Mabel got up and went to the stove to fetch the kettle. She needed a cup of tea. She had a lot to think about.


  


  After her mother left for the day, and probably the evening too, Mabel got up from the kitchen table, pushed opened the door and peered into the living room. It was empty. Darla was nowhere to be seen. She hadn’t come back inside yet. Earlier, Mabel had suggested she go outside and play for a while, and for once, Darla had done it without grousing about democracy and free will. Maybe she just was bored? Mabel couldn’t really tell. Darla was hard to read at the best of times.


  After Darla left, Mabel had put Jimmy down for a nap. He regularly went down for an hour or two in the mid-afternoon. This was the best time of the day for Mabel to get grownup things done. She had decided to make contact with the Aurora Theatre today. She had been planning to do this for the last two weeks but hadn’t had the right opportunity. Now was the time.


  Mabel was still very worried about Darla. She had done some searching of Darla’s room and had found a large cache of drawings that seemed to depict, with almost maniacal thoroughness, the torture, death and dismemberment of her uncle. It was like Darla was attempting to use every letter of the alphabet to construct the macabre scenes. Mabel knew Darla could be a bit obsessive, but this was taking things to an unhealthy extreme.


  Mabel let the door swing shut and walked over to the small shelf where the phone sat. She carried it to the kitchen table, careful not to pull on the cord, which had been repaired in several places with black fabric tape, the same tape electricians used. It was an old telephone.


  Mabel sat down and then stood back up immediately, realizing she still needed to get her small notebook containing the phone number of the theatre along with her notes. She went to her room and entered as quietly as she could. She saw Jimmy asleep, stomach down, in his crib. It was the same crib Darla had slept in. It was, in fact, the same crib Mabel herself had slept in seventeen years ago.


  She went to her bedside table and slid open the top drawer, carefully removing the small notebook there, along with a pencil. Then she quietly left the room, first planting a small kiss on Jimmy’s head. He sighed and shifted slightly, his breathing staying soft and even.


  Mabel sat back down at the kitchen table and lifted the phone’s receiver from the little arms that cradled it. She held it up to her ear and then pressed the arms down several times rapidly. They made a metallic clicking noise she was very familiar with.


  Shortly, the operator came on and Mabel said, “Crestwood 1731”


  Mabel waited a minute or so and the call connected.


  “Hello. My name is Mabel Darling, who am I speaking to?


  “Hello Audrey. It’s nice to make your acquaintance. I—


  “It’s Mabel…Mabel Darling? My little sister used to work at the Aurora, maybe you remember her?


  “Yes, that’s right, she did. About three months ago. Darla. Her name was—is Darla.


  “Oh you do? Oh, she’s doing very well. What I mean is she’s doing as well as can be expected. Due to the, you know, the way she was, how to put it? Let go? You understand, I’m sure.


  “Oh yes, she took it quite hard. She’s still pretty upset. That’s actually why I’m calling…


  “Oh, I should speak to Mr. Hodgeman? Who is he exactly?


  Mabel wrote in her notebook furiously, trying to capture all of the details.


  “He’s the theatre’s manager? I see. Would it be possible for me to speak with him sometime?


  “Oh, I can? Now? Wait—I’m not sure…


  “Oh dear,” she said to herself quietly.


  Mabel took a sip of water from the glass in front of her. She had not really intended to talk to the manager today, but Audrey was putting him on now, it seemed.


  Mabel pulled the talking end of the phone closer. “Okay, thanks Audrey. Yes, it was nice to talk to you too. Thanks, I will.”


  Mabel held her breath for a moment.


  “Hi, yes, my name is Mabel Darling. I was wondering if you had a couple of minutes to—


  “Yes, I’m sure you’re very busy. I hadn’t actually expected to talk to you today. Would you rather I call back some other time?


  “Oh, okay, that’s fine, I can, I mean I will ‘make it quick’, certainly…


  “The main reason I’m calling today is to ask about my sister, who used to work for you—


  “I’m sorry? Oh, her name was Darla, is Darla—Darla Darling. She—


  “You do? Yes, that’s right. Five, red hair, freckles, that’s her. She—


  “Excuse me? Yes I know she was fired. I’m her sister, that’s why I’m calling, I—


  “You already talked to her agent? Yes. Murray Darling. That’s his name. He—


  “Well, I’m calling because he never really told us why Darla was let go. He—


  “Well I realize you can’t spend all day talking about this, Mr. Hodgeman, it’s just that Murray never really told us why and oh, Mr. Hodgeman, Darla really misses her job, she was so hoping that you might re—


  “It wasn’t your decision? Oh, I see. Well, then, whose decision was it, if you don’t mind my—


  “You do mind my asking? It’s none of my business? Well, I never! Mr. Hodge—”


  Mabel stopped speaking and glowered at the receiver in her hand. My God! The nerve! He had hung up on her.


  She looked down at her notebook. She had written: Mr. Hodgeman, theatre manager.


  Underneath his name she wrote: Jerk!


  


  Mabel opened her eyes. It was dark in her room.


  Why was she awake? The day had been long and she had been exhausted when she finally went to bed at nearly ten o’clock.


  She lay still, listening.


  She heard Jimmy’s soft, rhythmic breathing from a few feet away.


  What could possibly have…


  Then she heard it. Voices, coming from the front of the house. Laughter, possibly? She listened, but the sounds were muffled and indistinct.


  Mom.


  It was her mother. She could hear her laughing. Why was she laughing? Who was she talking to? Was she on the phone?


  Mabel sat up and looked over at the small clock on her night table. The regular ticking sound it made normally soothed her. Now it sounded ominous. She picked up the clock and turned it a bit, so the face caught the soft, blue light coming from the nearby window.


  It must be very late. She read the clock: 3:30


  She couldn’t believe her mother was still up, still making noise at this ungodly hour. What was she thinking?


  Mabel got out of bed and made her way carefully to the chair in the corner. Her bathrobe and slippers were there. She put them on.


  She opened the door to her room and quietly slipped out. She made her way down the hallway, the sound of her mother’s voice becoming louder with each step. She stopped for a moment in front of the door to Darla’s room and put her ear up to the wood. There were no sounds. Darla must still be asleep. Thank God for that.


  Mabel stopped short at the bend in the hallway. She peered around it, the living room arch coming into view. A soft, golden light fell across the wood floor, illuminating the door to the kitchen. She stepped forward.


  “Well that’s very kind of you, Anne. Don’t mind if I do…”


  Mabel instantly froze. That was not her mother’s voice. It was too low. Way too low. Mabel gulped. Then she heard the clinking of glasses and laughter followed.


  Mabel felt sick. Her mother had brought a man home again and they were drinking, inside the house, alone, at 3:30 in the morning. Only they weren’t alone. There were three other people in the house with them, two under the age of six.


  How could she?


  Mabel was disgusted. How could her mother not see this was wrong? Single ladies do not entertain men in their homes unchaperoned at this hour—or ever, for that matter.


  Mabel listened, her curiosity getting the better of her. She inched along the hallway, stepping carefully. The soft scuffing of her slippers on the wooden floor sounded thunderous to her.


  “You’re sure this is okay? Being here and all?” the deep voice asked.


  Only one of the lamps in the living room had been turned on. Mabel moved as quietly as she could, inch by inch, trying to get a peek at the man in her living room.


  “Don’t worry about it,” her mother replied, her speech slurred, “They’re all asleep, they won’t hear a thing. Here, drink up…”


  Mabel inched her way forward, the old chair in the corner of the living room coming into view. It held someone—someone large. She saw his back first. He was wearing a tweed jacket. He also wore a hat of some kind on his head, maybe a bowler. He was facing the couch, which must be where her mother was.


  “The baby won’t wake up, then?” the man said. He actually seemed concerned! The irony of this was not lost on Mabel. She smirked. If only Jimmy’s mother was as thoughtful.


  She leaned forward just a bit; she could almost see his face. He had long sideburns and large, fleshy ears.


  “No, he sleeps like…like a baby!” her mother laughed. “Besides, my oldest is in there with him. She’ll take care of it.” Him, Mom, not “it.”


  “Should you go check up on ‘em?”


  Mabel took a step back and froze, her eyes going wide. No!


  Her mother laughed, “Pfffft! They’ll be fine. Hey you, what are you doing sitting so far away, hmmm?”


  Mabel clenched her teeth and walked back to her room, utterly disgusted. She got back in to bed and pulled her covers up to her ears. Then she wrapped her pillow around her head, hoping to drown out the noise.


  What else could she do?
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  The Big Top


  Darla hated everyone today.


  She did not want to be here: she had plans. Big plans for the day that did not involve hanging out at the stupid, baby circus of all places. She hated the circus today. She hated her mother for dragging her here without any fucking notice. She hated her big sister Mabel and she hated her baby brother, what’s-his-name.


  Darla hated everyone today. She sat scowling in her baby circus seat with her arms folded across her chest. Shit, I had plans today! So many things to do and places to see. Would it hurt to get a little fucking warning? God dammit, she was mad.


  Of course, her mother claimed she had already talked about this with her, but Darla had no such recollection. She claimed they had talked about it in the car a couple of weeks ago. A couple of weeks ago? Was her mother kidding? That might as well be a century ago.


  Why did her mother insist on taking these dumb trips? Every couple of months she would bundle the family into the car and they would go someplace to experience some “family time.” Quality time. These outings disgusted Darla, because they were so obviously driven by guilt. Her mother felt guilty for being such a shit in everyday life. So in order to assuage her conscience, she would take them to the movie palace or to the circus or to some museum. Darla didn’t really mind the trips, per se. It was the hypocrisy that annoyed her.


  So here they were today: at the circus.


  Darla and her loving family were arrayed in a set of seats so far up Darla thought she might get a nose bleed from the altitude. This circus was one of those traveling deals. The giant tent they were under hadn’t been here two weeks ago. The circus had arrived from the last big town with much fanfare, and had set themselves up in this giant field. The whole place stank of animal shit and all the other stuff that goes along with a pathetic, baby circus. And there were fucking clowns everywhere. Darla loathed clowns. They would talk down to her and treat her like a “big girl” and go all sad-eyed and stupid. What assholes. Get a real job! She appreciated the true performers among them, the jugglers and the acrobats, but clowns that just stood there looking sad, with no other talent, were just plain dumb: a total waste of space.


  So Darla sat in her seat and refused all offers of placation from her mother. She had tried cotton candy, popcorn, and hot dogs. Darla had brushed them all away with flick of her fingers. Screw you, Mom! Take that hotdog and, well, whatever. When Darla was a grownup, she was going to have kids just so she could make their lives as fucking miserable as hers was. The thought made her smile. Careful! Don’t let Mom see! She glanced over, but her mother was busy fussing with what’s-his-name. Mabel, as usual, looked like a deer in the headlights. Get a spine, Mabel! Do something naughty for a change! There, that’s better. Darla was getting mad again. She was having a little trouble keeping it up, mainly because no one was watching anymore. She tried a few big sighs and did some semi-out-loud grumbling. Oh well, the “Darla’s angry” show was probably over.


  Darla’s stomach grumbled. Maybe her earlier hunger strike had been a bad idea?


  To take her mind from her empty stomach, Darla allowed herself a brief look down at the center ring. What was going on down there anyway? She saw a ringmaster wearing a top hat, trying to look important. The silly man had a big hoop in his hand and some ridiculous, teeny dogs were jumping through it. They were absurdly enthusiastic. Darla felt sorry for them, as a fellow performer. They didn’t even have a contract, she guessed. Not that hers had been worth a shit. Murray! Better not go there now. There was more than enough annoyance here today without considering her good-for-nothing uncle.


  Darla really was starting to get hungry. But what could she do about it now and not lose face? She had already turned down all offers of food. Could she now turn and say meekly, “Mommy, could I have some food? I really am feeling a teeny weeny bit hungwee now.” No way. That wouldn’t do at all. Darla had a reputation for fierceness to maintain.


  She stood and carefully composed a disgusted look on her face. Then she said, “Mother, I need to use the facilities.” She boldly shouldered her way past Mabel, what’s-his-name, and her mother, who were currently busy with some baby “emergency” that seemed to involve epic amounts of spit-up.


  Her mother said, “Okay, Darla, there was one right outside the tent. Be careful and come right back inside, okay?”


  Darla did not bother to dignify this with a reply, as it would sound dumb and make her look like a loser. She headed down the aisle and made her way to the back of the tent. Shit, she was starving all of a sudden. Then Darla realized she hadn’t eaten since breakfast and it was already early afternoon. God, no wonder she was hungry.


  Darla exited the big tent and took a second to orient herself. She swiveled her head, looking for some sign of a food vendor. She saw some people standing around eating something about thirty feet away. She walked over and saw they were eating pretzels. Big fucking pretzels slathered in salt. Oh, dear God yes!


  Darla opened her purse to see how much money she had on her. This is where she stored half of her money. The other half was safely hidden in her sock as usual. She had fifteen cents. A relative fortune. She would eat well indeed. She went over to the pretzel vendor and bought a big, steaming pretzel, nearly the size of her own head. She dug in, growling like a bear and tore off big chunks, gulping them down. She pretended she was a circus bear and lumbered about with the pretzel hanging out of her mouth. A passing little boy looked at her and giggled. Darla got self conscious and removed the pretzel, much to his disappointment. She walked back to the Big Top and noticed a big bale of hay just outside the entrance flap. She scrambled up onto it and continued eating. God this fucking pretzel is good! Why was food so good?


  As Darla ate her pretzel and contemplated life, she heard applause from inside the tent and thought she should really get back inside soon. Her loopy mother would eventually remember she had a five-year-old daughter at large and come looking for her. It would be downright demeaning to be “rescued” by her mommy.


  But damn it if Darla wasn’t thirsty now. She should have thought of that. She got down from of the bale and made her way back to the vendor, who remembered her with a big smile.


  “What else can I do for you, little lady? You need something to drink?” He asked knowingly.


  “Yes, mister, a Coke if you have it,” Darla said meekly. His gregarious manner had taken the steam out of her bad mood and left her feeling a little bit petty. Maybe the circus wasn’t so bad after all. She bought the Coke and made her mind up to go back inside. She would spend the next hour “oooh-ing and ahhh-ing” at the mediocre acts along with everyone else. No big deal.


  But alas, Darla saw the ticket taker at the main entrance and realized she didn’t have her ticket stub. Her mother had all their ticket stubs and hadn’t thought to give Darla hers. Big fucking shock. Damn, what to do now? She couldn’t buy another ticket, she had just used all of her available funds to get food. She could make up a sob story about being a little lost girl at the circus whose mommy was inside and worried sick. It was mostly true and would probably work nicely.


  Then Darla reconsidered. No way, I am not playing the little-lost-kid card yet. How absolutely low can you go? Also, it would be no fucking challenge at all. She would find some other way to get back inside on her own. So she started walking, following the circumference of the big tent and looked for a place to slip inside.


  As she walked, Darla noticed various circus-type people: performers, trainers, workmen. They were all very busy looking, walking quickly, some actually running from place to place. Of course! The show was in progress. Much stuff would need to be done to keep the performance moving along smoothly. Darla was a performer herself. She knew the ropes. Then something amazing occurred to her. Maybe she should try to get a job with the circus? Her uncle didn’t seem to be providing her with much good work these days. That was for damn sure. Darla would have to start looking around for new work herself soon anyway. She pictured Uncle Murray on all fours in a circus cage for a moment. The thought made her glad.


  Wait! Maybe she should run away and join the circus. Shit, how romantic. Then Darla realized she didn’t even have to run away. The circus had come right to her. She clapped her hands together. Okay, that’s it, she would join the circus, right here, right now. Well, come to think of it, how does one actually join the circus? Darla had no idea. People somehow just “join,” but she had never seen an application. Maybe that’s not how it worked. Do circus workers have a contract? Darla shuddered at the thought. She was done with that shit forever. Murray! Stop it. Not now. She was a circus performer. She had a new life. Her family would miss her, yes, but they would get over it. So what to do? Maybe if she just acted like she was in the circus, she would be? Could it be that simple? Maybe no one would notice her. They would all think “Hey, that girl looks like she knows what she’s doing, she’s probably okay, right?” That’s what they would say. Perfect.


  Okay, so what do these people do? Darla knew that some were clowns, but that was out of the question. She fucking hated clowns. Some were also animal trainers. She didn’t think she could pretend to be an animal trainer. It looked pretty hard. She didn’t think that she could hold a chair in one hand either. It would be too heavy. She would like to try that whip thingy though. Yee-hah!


  Darla looked around to see what the other employees were doing. She saw someone sweeping up hay into piles. No, that’s too boring. Besides, Darla absolutely hated sweeping.


  After a few minutes of wandering aimlessly, Darla saw an area where several big cages were lined up, one after the other. Each cage had some kind of animal in it: a cat? She moved closer trying to look nonchalant—like she belonged there. After all, she was in the circus now. She had a right to be back here, even if no one else knew it yet. Darla peered between the rows of cages and saw some buckets on the ground that appeared to have food in them. Each bucket contained slices of some kind of very red meat. The meat was obviously meant for the big cats in these cages. These cats were not lions or tigers, Darla had seen those before and these were too small. They were bigger than house cats, but smaller than big cats. They didn’t really look that mean. They might be hungry, so Darla decided to avoid putting her hands into any cages until after they were fed. Wait a minute! I can feed them! No problem. It should be a cinch. Just pick up one of the buckets and push it through the cage bars and that’s that. No one was around at the moment. It would be Darla’s first chance to do something for her new employers. Darla grinned at her own industrious nature. What a model employee she was already.


  She walked over to one of the buckets and picked it up with both hands. It was heavy. Darla struggled and grunted as she slowly made her way over to the first cage. She lifted the bucket up and tried to push it through the bars, but immediately realized it wasn’t going to work. The diameter of the bucket was too wide to fit through the bars. She grimaced and set the bucket back on the ground. Then she looked more closely at the cage, searching for a door. There it was, at the other end. The latch didn’t look too tricky. There was no lock, just a simple mechanism that lifted up, allowing the door to swing open. Darla excitedly operated the latch and pulled the door open just wide enough to push the bucket through. She gave the bucket another shove towards the cat and the contents spilled into the cage with a plop. The cat jumped up, looking at the food with interest. It stretched and slowly made its way over and started eating.


  Darla was thrilled. How easy this new job of hers was. How sweet and simple. She loved it. She got so excited that she decided to feed all of the cats in the vicinity. She pulled each bucket over and repeated the same unlatching of the cage door. Then she pushed the buckets in and made sure the cats inside were eating before moving to the next cage.


  


  Darla walked away, wiping her hands on her shorts. She felt a great sense of pride in a job well done. She considered her new life in the circus a smashing success. She couldn’t wait to tell her family and friends about her new job. Yes, they would miss her, but obviously, the circus life was for her. Darla grinned and skipped towards the front of the Big Top.


  Behind her, someone shouted an alarm.


  Then the screaming began in earnest.


  


  “Gosh, it’s too bad they had to stop the show like that,” Mabel said. She had what’s-his-name on her lap. They were sitting in the front seat next to her mother, who was driving. “Mom, did you hear what happened?”


  “No, not officially, but as we were leaving I heard someone say that a bunch of wild cats had escaped from their cages. Can you believe it? Apparently, their cage doors were left unlocked. What colossal incompetence!” her mother said, shocked.


  What? Was Darla supposed to think of everything? They should have trained her before she started working there.


  Darla decided this was as good a moment as any to remain silent.


  A pirate. Maybe Darla would be a pirate instead.
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  Chaos at the Greasy Spoon


  Darla had been prepared for a lousy job, but oh, fucking bloody hell. She was sweating and very, very cranky. Also, she couldn’t see shit. This had to be hell. Only in hell could it be this hot.


  Darla was inside…a chicken suit.


  Yes, a fully articulated chicken suit with feathers, complete with the little red thing on top of the head. It even had the little dangly thing under the chin. Such commendable realism.


  A promotion for a local business? Murray had called and Darla had said yes. She was still hoping to revive her stalled career. She really didn’t want to let any possible opportunities to perform pass her by, especially with actual money on the line. So she figured she would see how it went. Well, it wasn’t going very fucking well. Shit! Murray was really going to pay for this one.


  Her mother had dropped Darla off at the Olympus Diner. Darla had been hired to do some “promotion” for the place. They had a new menu they were very fucking proud of or some such thing. Well, the manager met her at the door and told her she had to wear a costume. Darla had asked naively, “What kind of costume? A period piece?” This was a Greek diner after all—she had visions of wearing a diaphanous gown or a glorious roman toga. But the manager wasn’t listening. He was a busy man apparently, with no time for little Darla. Without even looking at her, he thrust a big paper bag in her general direction and pointed over his shoulder towards the dining room.


  “The ladies room is over there,” he mumbled.


  Okay, fine. Darla took the bag, already not liking the suspiciously feathery feeling coming from inside of it. She went into the bathroom and took the costume out of the bag. Her hopes for a neoclassic revival were dashed.


  A fucking chicken suit?


  What the hell was going on with her and chickens lately? Did Murray only know people involved with chickens? Or was everyone into chickens these days? How was this happening to her again? Well, at least she wasn’t going to have to chain smoke. These guys weren’t selling cigarettes, they were selling food. Darla’s mouth had tasted like an ashtray for days. She shuddered. She would never smoke again, so help her God.


  Darla looked the feathery monstrosity over and immediately thought about flushing it down the toilet. She reconsidered and figured that would probably be a very bad idea. She might end up having to pay for it. Also, the toilet might overflow and Darla would get hell from Murray and her mother. Well, fuck ‘em! They aren’t the ones being asked to become poultry for the day. Then she thought about the money, which wasn’t too bad. Not that she would actually see any of it, mind you. Her mother would probably drink most of it away. But Darla would get an allowance. Oh well, here we go. A job is a job is a job.


  


  Darla opened the bathroom door and walked sheepishly into the dining room. As sheepish as a chicken can be. A couple of the patrons sitting at the tables glanced her way and did double takes. They stared at her and tried not to laugh. Oh Christ! This already sucks! Darla was so embarrassed she almost bolted back to the bathroom. Then something stopped her. Wait just a fucking minute. She was a goddamn chicken and if anyone didn’t like it they could all go to hell. There, that’s better. Stick your chin up, bird girl! Darla marched through the dining room, ignoring the stares. She strode up to the counter where Joe Diner-owner was busy with some paperwork. In order to physicalize her cocky new attitude, she placed her hands on her hips defiantly. She stood there, brimming with rebelliousness, in front of the counter for a long moment. Nothing. Joe Diner-owner was apparently so slow-witted he didn’t notice there was a proud, four-foot-tall chicken within arms reach. Pathetic.


  “Ahem!”


  Joe Diner-owner glanced up and gave Darla an appraising look. He nodded his head slowly up and down. “You’ll do. You’ll do indeed. Hold on a second.” He came out from behind the counter and made a quick move towards the swinging doors a few feet away. He pushed through them and the doors closed behind him. He was gone.


  After a moment, Darla heard bells tinkling behind her, announcing that one or more patrons had just entered the establishment. The bells stopped and there was no noise at all. Darla turned to see a young man and a woman standing behind her, stock still. They were both looking down at her, obviously trying to hide their amusement.


  “Don’t say a word. Got me?” Darla hissed in an ominous monotone. They both nodded, wide eyed.


  Darla looked back at the swinging doors just in time to see Mr. Diner-owner come out with a small sandwich board in his hands. He flipped it open and placed it adroitly on Darla’s shoulders. He had obviously done this before. As he opened the front door he said, “Go stand out on the corner there.” He pointed across the parking lot. “Right there on the corner of Main.”


  Darla nodded and left. There really wasn’t anymore to say. She had a job to do and now she had to do it. She carefully navigated the stairs, holding onto the railing with one hand. Shit, it was really hard to see inside this thing. The eye holes of the goddamn suit weren’t properly lined up with her own eyes. They were wider spaced, as if designed for someone else. Darla knew then that she wasn’t the first idiot to get into this god-awful costume, not by a long shot.


  She almost missed the last step, but she had a good grip on the railing. Damn! Watch it! Falling down on your face would provide the locals with a bit too much entertainment. Oh God, she was already regretting this. Shit. She toddled out across the parking lot, the sandwich board impeding her ability to take regular length strides. Could this get any worse?


  Oh, yes. Oh yes it could. Darla knew instinctively. She knew that if you ever wondered if things could get worse, the answer was always: yes. As she approached the corner of Main Street, she heard a car beep its horn. It slowed down and Darla heard the people inside laughing. Oh dear God, this cannot be happening! Darla was standing in the middle of town wearing a chicken suit. Her face had turned red, but thankfully, no one could see it. Well, at least she had anonymity.


  Darla stood on the corner as she had been told to. She had no idea what the sandwich board said. It could have said “Kick Me!” for all she knew. Oh God, it will be so good to be able to read. Behind her, Darla heard the sound of people walking along the sidewalk. “Say, I’m feeling a bit peckish today, aren’t you my dear?” Oh hilarious, pal. Very funny. A regular, fucking comedian. “I’d hate to see the bill though,” another person said. Oh God no! Punsters! I’ve descended into punster hell! Darla turned to see two young men walking towards her trying to read the sandwich board.


  “Hey, why did you turn around, little chicken? We were just reading that!” One of the guys came up to Darla and attempted to turn her around by the shoulders.


  Darla was in no mood. “Don’t touch me,” she said in a menacing monotone. She swung herself around as hard as she could, slamming the heavy wooden sandwich board into the man’s knee. He jumped back, cursing.


  The other man with him shouted, “Hey there, you little wise ass! Stop that!” He walked up to Darla and she completed her spin, taking him in the right shin with the heavy board. Then she gracefully pivoted and whacked the first guy again, on the elbow this time, as he bent to tend his knee. Weee! This is fun! He hopped back screaming in pain. Both men were now cursing at her violently.


  It was time to go.


  Darla said nothing and walked back towards the Diner. As she climbed awkwardly up the steps, the front door flew open and Joe Diner-owner came out, yelling and waving his hands, gesticulating wildly. Not at the men who had accosted Darla, but at Darla herself. Un-fucking-believable! Darla looked up at him and yanked the chicken head off in one fluid movement.


  “They touched me,” she said indignantly.


  The Diner-owner was too beside himself to hear her, so she repeated herself, hissing loudly: “They…touched…me!”


  The man stopped and looked down at her.


  “Surely my agent explained the terms of our agreement?” Darla asked, business-like. “You indicated that you would provide security. You are in breach of your contract.”


  Darla marched past him into the Diner. Everyone in the place was looking at her. There was dead silence.


  Truthfully, Darla had no idea if there was a contract involved, iron-clad or otherwise, but it was the principal of the thing that mattered here. She had her dignity to maintain. She stalked into the bathroom and removed the foul costume. She still had her street clothes on underneath, but a girl deserves a bit of privacy while removing such a ridiculous thing.


  Darla carried the chicken suit from the bathroom. She had no idea what had happened to the bag. She threw the stupid suit up on the counter by the cash register and left. The door made a sweet tinkling sound as it closed. She walked calmly down the stairs and noticed Joe Diner-owner outside trying to placate the two men that had tried to assault Darla.


  Fucking amateurs. Ever since she had lost her job at the Aurora, Darla had worked with nothing but amateurs. Well, as far she was concerned that was the last straw. She was done with these shitty jobs.


  Darla was also done with her uncle.


  No, he was done: Murray must die. Darla would see to it herself.


  Darla skipped through the parking lot, humming a happy little tune. This place was not too far from home; she would just hoof it.
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  Office Visit


  Darla stopped walking. She had been so busy obsessing about her uncle and her ruined career that she hadn’t even noticed her mother was no longer walking next to her. That fact by itself didn’t bother Darla. After all, she spent a lot of time alone on the streets. It was just that she was on a mission today to mete out justice and didn’t want any distractions. Also, she needed her mother there as a witness.


  Darla turned and scanned the sidewalk behind her: nothing. She trotted back to the nearest corner and and re-scanned the previous block. Oh my God…she should have known. About halfway down the street was the marquee of a movie palace. These things were all around the Los Angeles area now. There, standing in the shadow of the marquee was a small, forlorn figure. The palace itself was dark, which wasn’t surprising, as it was only ten in the morning. Of course that fact hadn’t stopped her mother from checking it out.


  Darla’s mother had a problem. Well, one among many. This particular problem involved the movies: she was a hopeless addict.


  Darla and Mabel often found small piles of ripped ticket stubs around the house. Her mother had seen every movie made since 1920 or so, which was around the time her obsession had manifested, according to Mabel.


  Darla wasn’t sure it was healthy to spend so much time in a dark movie theatre. It wasn’t that Darla hated movies—far from it. It was just that at this point in her life, she preferred live theatre. There was more variety. Also, you could hear what everyone was saying. Long, dramatic movies bored her. Besides, she couldn’t read the titles, so someone had to tell her what everyone was saying. You couldn’t always tell what the adults were doing without the titles. Darla did love the funny shorts though, like the Our Gang pictures. She could watch those all day. And, while those shorts sometimes had titles, they were usually unnecessary. The action was self-explanatory.


  Darla walked back towards her mother. She mother was standing in front of a large poster, the freestanding sort they often put outside movie palaces. Darla stopped about twenty feet from her mother, her hands on her hips. After a minute or so, her mother stepped back from the poster and looked around. Yes, she was returning to the real world now. She looked up the street and saw Darla.


  “Ahem!” Darla cleared her throat. Her mother quickly walked to where Darla waited, looking chastised.


  “What!? There’s a new Douglas Fairbanks picture opening here in two weeks! He is such a looker…so dreamy,” she murmured, looking up at the sky.


  Darla tilted her head but said nothing. What was there to say? Her mother was in love with Douglas Fairbanks? Apparently she wasn’t the only one.


  They continued walking towards Uncle Murray’s office, which was still a few blocks away.


  Darla and her mother had taken the bus because parking in downtown L.A. on a weekday was nearly impossible. The bus stop was just a couple of streets away from the apartment, so it was no big deal to get on and take the trip into the city. The long bus ride had given Darla plenty of time to think about her Uncle Murray and all of the bad things she’d like to do to him. She loathed him for a simple reason: he had completely and utterly mismanaged her career in the most incompetent way possible. It had to be true. There was no other explanation for the indignities Darla had suffered for the past few months. Also, he was totally unrepentant and Darla wanted him dead!


  “Now you let me do the talking. Okay Darla?”


  Darla looked up at her mother and frowned, gritting her teeth.


  “Darla, listen to me. If we want to salvage anything from this, I have to have your word you will let me do the talking, alright?”


  Darla hated this idea. She wanted to read him the Riot Act! That said, a part of her knew her mother might have a point. If there was even a teensy weensy chance she could get her old job back, well…


  “Okay, fine,” Darla hissed, “But if that bastard tries to wiggle out of his part in all this, I’ll…”


  “Darla! Watch your language! He is family after all, and we need to try and work this out like reasonable people. Do I have your word on this? You will let me do all of the talking?”


  “Fine already!” Darla shouted. Several people nearby looked at the two of them.


  Her mother paled. “Okay then, it’s settled,” she said with exaggerated finality.


  Darla said nothing more. One way or the other, she would have justice.


  Finally Murray’s building came into view. His office was in a nice, but not too nice, part of the city. Murray was a “B-level” player in this town and everyone knew it. Why her mother had insisted on hiring him to manage Darla’s career was a mystery to Darla, but she suspected there was a “family rate” type of deal going on.


  Darla and her mother entered the nondescript building and found the elevator. Murray’s office was on the fourteenth floor, up where the building was stiflingly hot and all of the offices were small, one-man affairs. Darla stood by the floor buttons and turned to her mother.


  “Please, can I?” she pleaded.


  “Oh fine,” her mother sighed, rolling her eyes. She lifted Darla up high enough to press the elevator buttons.


  The doors closed and the car moved slowly upwards, making sinister creaking noises as it went. The elevator was terribly old and out of date. There were several moments where it didn’t seem like they would make it. Eventually the thing grudgingly deposited the two of them on the fourteenth floor.


  They walked down the hallway, Darla noticing the paint was beginning to peel away in places. B-level for sure. They approached a well-worn door, which read “Murray Darling, Artistic Representation.” Darla couldn’t actually read it, but her mother had told her what it said ages ago. At the sight of it, Darla’s fists clenched uncontrollably and her mother put a hand on her shoulder to relax her.


  They entered the outer office and walked up to a middle-aged woman at an old, nicked, dusty desk. Her name was Denise and she was on the phone talking while working her fingernails with an emery board. She also chewed gum while she talked. Darla looked around to see if she could find the pack, but no luck.


  Denise hung up the phone and said, “Anne, Darla! Nice to see the two of you. Did Murray know you were coming?”


  “Yes, he should be expecting us,” her mother said in a clipped tone.


  Denise opened up the appointment book in front of her and scanned it with a freshly painted fingernail.


  “Yes, here you are. Let me tell him you’re here. Just a moment.” She rose in a creaky, middle-aged way and went to the inner office door, knocking lightly. There was a muffled answer from within. Denise opened the door and poked her head inside. “Darla and your sister are here to see you.”


  There was a pause, followed by some muffled words Darla could not make out. Denise closed the door and turned. “He will be with you in two minutes. He’s just finishing up a phone call. Have a seat while you wait.” She gestured at two ancient leather chairs in the corner of the office.


  Darla and her mother sat and waited. Darla had to climb up onto the ridiculously big chair, her feet dangling a foot or so from the floor. This made her feel teeny, as well as pissed off. She really hated Murray and wanted him to pay for…well, for something! Someone had to take the blame for the bad things that had happened to her Goddammit. There was no way there was no decent work for Darla in this town. It was impossible. The entertainment industry was booming for God’s sake. Look at what was going on over at Hal Roach studios. Darla had heard the stories. Hal Roach was creating a huge, new lineup of child stars. He was making fucking motion pictures, for Christ’s sake. Real fucking movies—with kids! If that asshole Murray had somehow screwed up Darla’s chances in this town, he would pay.


  The door to the inner office opened after five minutes (three more than Denise had said) and there was her uncle, looking for all the world like a dusty bookkeeper. He had on a dingy suit jacket with patches at the elbows. There was a tarnished looking pocket watch on a dull chain stretched across his prodigious stomach. He was also wearing a bookkeeper’s visor.


  “Anne, my little Darla, welcome! Do come right in, please, right this way.” He motioned them in through the opened door. “How are we doing on this fine day? It is a bit hot out there right now, yes? It sure seemed like it was going to get steamy. That’s what I said to myself this morning! Sit down, sit down. Can I get you anything? I have cold water. Certainly you’d like some cold water, right? Denise! Could you get Anne and Darla some cold water? They look hot and dusty. This weather is deplorable. There, that’s better. Yes, this will cool you down. Now tell me why you’re here. What can I do for my two favorite relatives? What can your Uncle Murray do for you?”


  By the time Murray finally stopped to take a breath, Darla and her mother were sitting in two chairs very similar to the ones in the outer office. They both had small glasses of tepid, cloudy looking water in front of them. Murray was sitting at his desk, his arms crossed, looking at the both of them with total familial affection. Sitting in front of him, open, was a huge ledger.


  He raised his eyebrows, looking back and forth between Darla and her mother. “Hmm?”


  Darla gave her mother’s foot a little nudge to get her going. Let him have it, Mom!


  Darla’s mother put her hand to her lips and cleared her throat. She reached for the glass of water and took a small sip.


  “Murray, let me start by saying that Darla and I both have the greatest confidence in you. You have been a good manager and a good brother and uncle. We’ve just come down to clarify a couple of things.”


  “Of course, of course, please go on,” he said, raising his eyebrows. His elbows rested on the arms of the great swiveling chair holding his huge body. He had his hands in front of him, the tips of each finger touching.


  Her mother continued, gathering confidence as she spoke. “Well, when we heard from the theatre that Darla wasn’t going to be needed any more, we were, um, of course, er, curious—upset and curious about why that might be.” She took a breath and continued, “As you know, Darla had no advance notice and she was rightfully upset. The situation was not handled very well. I know that you called the theatre and found out they had replaced Darla, which we already knew…I guess I was wondering whether or not you had any more, um, details regarding the situation…” She lost steam and trailed off.


  Murray nodded his head. He furrowed his brow, looking like a concerned big brother.


  Darla gave her mother another kick, in the ankle this time, and far more forcefully.


  Her mother squeaked, the hat on her head bouncing a little. She shot a glare at Darla who was still looking at the floor, just as she had been this entire time. The only sign the conversation was having any effect on Darla was the whitening of her knuckles as she buried her fingernails into the old, leather chair arms.


  Her mother continued. “What I mean to say is, Murray, well, can they do this? The theatre, I mean. What about our contract? You told us the contract was iron-clad and there was no way they could just let Darla go without notice or without at least making a formal gesture in writing. Isn’t that what you said?” She paused, looking at him expectantly.


  Uncle Murray leaned back, the chair’s ancient springs groaning in protest. He put his arms behind his head and looked up at the ceiling.


  “Well, Anne, you see my dear, you know how show business is, don’t you? You of all people should know. Things happen very quickly. There are circumstances that are sometimes out of one’s control. I worked very hard for Darla during these negotiations. You have to know that. I had only the welfare of my favorite niece and my sister in mind at all times, I can assure you. The theatre certainly has responsibilities in affairs of this nature, of course they do. They have to treat their performers according to a set of rules, yes, they do indeed. These rules have been created to help the performers and protect them and their families, certainly they have. I tell you I did everything—absolutely everything I could do. I really did. Truly, sister dear, you must believe me, because I have been doing this for years and years.”


  Murray shifted his gaze to Darla, who still had her eyes glued to the floor in front of her. Her knuckles were turning a pearly shade of white and she was trembling visibly. Murray didn’t seem to notice. He continued talking as he opened a large, wooden box on his desk and extracted a huge, brown cigar from it. He began to examine it, rolling it in his fingers.


  “You see Darla, honey, the contract—do I need to explain again what a contract is, my dear?”


  Darla shook her head a minuscule amount, still not meeting Murray’s eyes.


  “No, I didn’t think so. You see, sweetie pie, these contracts, very fancy things they are, are meant to protect both you and the theatre, to allow you to work out your differences in an friendly way. Do you understand, my dearest niece? These contracts are full of words and complicated things called ‘clauses’. You know what a clause is don’t you, dear?”


  Darla nodded the tiniest of nods, still looking down at the dingy carpet. Murray lit the cigar and puffed on it contentedly as he spoke. The cigar seemed to give him confidence and he leaned back even further in his chair, grandly gesturing as he built up to a crescendo.


  “So you see Darla, honey, this contract had a clause in it that related to you—to you and your behavior. Do you understand? Did you know about that clause, my sweet niece?”


  Darla looked up and leveled her eyes at him, speaking for the first time. “What—are—you—talking—about?” She spoke slowly and carefully, one word at a time. At this point, her knuckles were bone white and her shoulders were visibly shaking. Her mother looked at her, eyes widening. She unconsciously leaned away from Darla as if she were being repelled by invisible force. On the other hand, Murray seemed completely oblivious to Darla’s inner turmoil. He continued speaking to Darla in a condescending manner.


  “It seems, Darla, that according to the theatre, you violated a clause in your contract. The clause, which I signed off on by the way, says that if you become difficult to work with, they can cancel at any time, no questions asked. Apparently, they decided to invoke the clause and replace you with a younger girl, as I understand it. As your duly appointed professional representative, I signed that contract and that made it legally binding. Do you understand me now, honey?” Murray leaned forward, his hand propped on the desk, the big cigar in his mouth pointing straight at Darla’s nose.


  Her eyes flew open. “You fucking, incompetent, fat ass!” she shouted. She stood up in her chair and walked straight up onto Murray’s desk. Both her mother and Murray were stunned into total paralysis. For a moment, the ribbon of blue smoke from Murray’s obnoxious stogie was the only thing moving in the room.


  Darla growled, “You ruined my life! I’m going to fucking kill you!”


  She stepped up to Murray’s face and swung her foot. She kicked the cigar from his lips and sent it arcing across the room. It hit the wall and exploded into a bright shower of red-gold sparks. Then Darla launched herself from the desk, diving for Murray’s throat with both of her hands. As she valiantly attempted to squeeze the life from her dumbstruck uncle’s throat with her tiny fingers, Darla screamed over and over again: “You’re fired! You’re fired! You’re fired!”


  


  In the end, it took both women to pull Darla from Murray’s neck. He was still gasping and choking. Darla and her mother left the inner office as Denise made soothing sounds and fanned Murray’s red face with a small stack of papers.


  As they passed Denise’s desk, Darla noticed a pack of gum peeking out from inside the top drawer. She reached out and took the whole pack, pocketing it.


  “Well,” Darla said cheerfully, with a huge grin. “that couldn’t have gone any better! I feel great!”


  Her mother looked down at her, pale. They showed themselves out.


  Lost and Found
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  The Funeral


  It was a lovely morning. Darla was lying down on the living room floor with her legs crossed behind her. She was concentrating on a really excellent drawing.


  What a great day today was. The sun was shining and birds could be heard playfully twittering outside. It was still early, maybe eight or nine in the morning and the slanting sunlight that came in through the large, living room windows dappled the floor with fuzzy swaying shadows.


  Darla’s tongue curled slightly over her upper lip. Yes, she was concentrating, but not too much. She was happy, but not too much. Was this heaven? How could a day be so perfect, so sweet? She had big plans for the day, but not too big. She would go down the street and see what the other kids were doing. Then she would tell them what they should be doing. That was her job, after all. But she wouldn’t be too bossy about it. Why should she be? After all, Darla was having the perfect day.


  She continued to draw, smiling at her own ingenuity and skill. She really was the greatest artist who had ever lived. Her line work was so subtle and the shading, no—the chiaroscuro! Shading was much too mundane a term for the play of light and shadow on Uncle Murray’s gleaming skull. It was so perfect. She smiled again and put down her crayon, tilting the drawing slightly to the left and right, her eyes partially closed. Her masterpiece was complete. Fini! Bella!


  This was the first drawing Darla had made of her uncle since her attempt to kill him last week. She was still a little rueful she hadn’t been able to complete her mission, but what could she do? Apparently, she was too little to kill grownups bare handed. She kind of suspected as much going in, but she had to make the attempt, just so she could hold her head up and say: “See, I tried to make a difference!”


  Either way, Murray was dead to her. He was no longer her manager, at least not as far as Darla was concerned. She was unclear about the actual legal status of their relationship. She had been too winded after their struggle to clarify the finer points with her mother. She would have to sort that out later.


  Darla stood up and looked out the big front windows. She saw birds singing in the trees and had a momentary impulse to open the window and climb out there, joining them in their beautiful chorus. Then she thought better of it, as it was a long way down and she had no wings. Falling twenty feet to the ground would certainly put a damper on her mood and would probably result in a nice trip to the hospital. No thanks, not today. The day of days. The day of…Kings, or something. Better yet: the day of Queens! Yes, that was it. Darla was queen for the day.


  This was her day, her time, her life.


  She marched regally around the room for a few moments with her eyes closed, picturing the living room as a royal court, filled with gaudily dressed sycophants who complimented her as she strolled by. She could almost hear the slow processional march, the sonorous notes of the assembled orchestra, all dedicated to providing her with music to saunter to. So lovely, yes.


  Darla opened her eyes. There was one problem. Where were her royal subjects—her sycophants? She walked over to one of the large windows and looked outside. No kids out there yet. Damn!


  She heard a sniffle behind her.


  Darla turned around and there was what’s-his-name. He had crawled in from somewhere and was half sitting, half crawling, looking up at her, smiling. She had to admit he was kind of cute. A bit of an idiot certainly, but he was just a baby after all.


  “Hi,” Darla said. “What are you doing here? Where’s Mabel?”


  She tried several more sentence fragments, but it was almost like he didn’t know English at all. Not the sharpest tool in the shed, poor thing.


  Then it hit her. She needed royal subjects and here was this little guy. She decided to run with it. She was having the perfect day after all, so why not incorporate what’s-his-name too?


  “So, Sir Baby, you have decided to enter the throne room of the Queen without permission? How shall we punish you?” she intoned, looking down her nose at him in the most regal, high-brow way that she could muster.


  Jimmy beamed at Darla.


  She held her nose with one hand to add a nasal quality to her voice. “By, by, but awent we wooking a bit peekid, Suh Baby? Wayah is your wovwee wife today? I had wunch wit her onwy wast week!”


  Hey, I sound a little like Emma!


  Darla looked down at her little brother, who looked back at her in total astonishment. He had obviously never been in a royal court before, otherwise he would have recognized his sovereign leader.


  She continued to address him, “What have you come to tell us, Suh Baby? You have owah woyal attention. Speak, Suh Baby, speak!”


  Darla stopped and looked at her brother, narrowing her eyes. He smiled and started giggling. Darla was encouraged. She tossed her head back regally and then looked at him again, sharply. He giggled again. They did this several more times and Darla thought it was great that she could get him to giggle every single time. It looked like he could keep it up forever. Talk about an easy audience. Sheesh! They would kill for this guy down at the Aurora.


  Then Darla heard footsteps and Mabel appeared in the doorway of the living room.


  “There you are!” Mabel said sweetly, looking down at their little brother. “Come on, it’s time for your nap.”


  Darla watched as Mabel scooped him up. He had his eyes locked on Darla’s the whole time. Even as they made their way down the hall, he looked over Mabel’s shoulder at Darla. She waved to him. Then he turned the corner and was gone.


  “Bye Jimmy,” Darla said softly.


  He was a fascinating little creature. She was not exactly sure why. Actually, she felt sad he had gone. Why did he have to come in here and make her sad, even just a little bit? She was having the perfect day, after all.


  Darla thought about it and reconsidered. Jimmy hadn’t come down here to make her sad. He had come down here to see her. Maybe it was because he liked her? Hmm, could be. Did she like him? A little, Darla admitted to herself. When he laughed, it was like the entire world was laughing.


  Darla stood in the living room with her arms at her side. She lifted them up and let them drop, like a bird flapping its wings. She spun around a few times, picking up speed.


  As she turned, she noticed the drawing of her uncle’s skull still sitting on the floor where she left it. An idea occurred to her. Maybe she should bury Murray’s skull? Then it would be like he really was dead. That’s it! What a beautiful way to spend this perfect day. It was probably better than really killing him, but only just a little. Darla didn’t fancy frying in the electric chair.


  She stooped down and picked up the drawing. She folded it carefully in half and opened the front door of the apartment. She ran down the steps to the big outer door and pulled it open with a tug. She pushed open the screen door and walked out onto the big front porch. Sometimes Darla played down here, as it was generally okay with the landlord as long as she didn’t leave toys out for people to trip on, which seemed like a fair compromise.


  The sun was shining down with mid-morning intensity. It was fall, early October. Darla loved the fall. The world was in balance. Winter could sometimes get chilly, summer was almost always too hot.


  Darla hummed a little tune and then she skipped, circling the porch. She flapped her arms and skipped faster. She was a bird now. A crow? A sparrow? She had heard of sparrows, but had no idea what they looked like. No matter. A sparrow it is. She glided and turned. Now she was an airplane. She had seen a real airplane once. Her sister had taken her to a field where there were a whole bunch of airplanes.


  Darla held her arms out stiffly and began to make a droning noise. Rrrrrrrr Rrrrrrr. Yes, that’s how the planes sounded. She turned when she got to the top of the steps and flew down to the sidewalk where she continued running, weaving from side to side. Rrrrrrrrrrrrrr. Then she stopped and looked around. She suddenly felt a little silly.


  What on earth was she doing out here? She looked at the drawing she was carrying. Damn, she had almost forgotten: Uncle Murray’s funeral! But where to bury him?


  The park! That was the answer. She took off at a dead run, the picture flapping as she ran.


  


  Darla stopped at the main entrance to the park. She came down here pretty often, due to how close it was to their house. Sometimes she walked with Mabel, her sister pushing Jimmy in the stroller. Mabel would occasionally sit with friends she met there. When that happened, Darla would run off and skip through the park, along the main path, which was sort of a large oval. She would speed past her sister and her friends, who were invariably talking about something totally boring. Mabel would hold up her fingers to indicate the number of times Darla had passed her. Darla really enjoyed that.


  She contemplated the best course of action. She examined the paper with the skull on it again. It was a little rumpled from the run here, but Darla figured it really didn’t matter much since she was about to bury it anyway. But where in the park would be the best place to do so?


  The section of the park closest to the sidewalk she stood on was a broad expanse of green grass. Unfortunately, it was also very nicely maintained. Darla had a funny feeling that whoever looked after the park might not like it if Darla dug a hole there. She would need to find a more secluded spot. There were plenty of trees a little further in. She would head towards those.


  Darla entered the park and skipped along the cobblestone path. There were small children playing in several groups on the grass. Darla ignored them. She had a job to do.


  “Wewee Mithuth Beethwee, you muthn’t do that. I have told you a hundwed timeth at weetht! You ahh thertenly twying my patienth today!”


  Darla stopped. She recognized that voice.


  “Mithter thimons, would you pweeth path the bwed to Henwee-ehta? Thee ith looking vewy hungwee, don’t you agwee?”


  Darla turned towards the speaker and was greeted by a truly bizarre sight.


  About a dozen feet away was…well, Darla was really not quite sure what it was.


  A little girl sat on the grass with her back to Darla. She was wearing a pink dress with puffy, lacy sleeves: exactly the type of dress that Darla loathed. Arrayed to either side of her was the most eclectic collection of toys and dolls that Darla had ever seen assembled in one spot.


  There was a small train, several large stuffed animals: a giraffe, a large monkey, a sad-eyed dog, maybe it was a beagle or a dachshund. There were at least a dozen girl and boy dolls, all dressed in various incongruous outfits. There was a figure in khaki pants and trousers holding a whip, maybe an explorer or a lion tamer? There were several ladies in fancy victorian garb and a ballerina wearing a tutu. There were several characters from nursery rhymes, including a large egg wearing a fancy suit, a spoon lying on its side, sporting a large mustache and cat wearing a hat, holding a violin.


  The entire collection of toys was tediously arranged in order of height, with the smallest at the front and the tallest in the back. It was as though the little girl were a stage with her “audience” arrayed around her in a large semi-circular arc.


  In front of each participant was a miniature place setting, which had been meticulously set in a formal arrangement. There were two forks to the left of each plate, in descending order of size. There was a long knife and a shorter knife to the right, each with its blade pointing towards the plate. There was a single tea cup placed to the right of each plate. All of the cups, of which there were twenty or more, were exactly half-full of a brownish looking liquid that, Darla guessed, was supposed to be tea.


  The place settings looked like the real thing to Darla. The impeccably polished porcelain glistened in the bright sunshine. The silverware glinted reflectively.


  Darla was witnessing the most elaborate tea party ever.


  “Trumpty, you ahh putting too much thugar in yaw tea! You and I have talked about thith before. Too much thugar will make you fat!”


  Darla studied the maniacal master of ceremonies for a moment. Her bouncing, tightly-curled blonde hair and her speech impediment were unmistakable.


  Darla walked over. “Emma?”


  Emma’s whipped her head around, her ringlets following a second later. She saw Darla and leapt to her feet directly from where she sat, in one fluid motion.


  “Dahwa!” Emma squealed with immense enthusiasm. She ran over and hugged Darla, nearly squeezing the air out of her.


  “Okay, okay Emma! It’s nice to see you too,” Darla said, inhaling sharply.


  “Oh Dahwa! I am tho glad that you have come to join the pahtee! Pweeth, pweeth thit down, okay? Pweeth? Pwetty pweeth?”


  Darla found the entire scene so bizarre that she didn’t protest as Emma led her to a spot right next to where she had been sitting. Emma rearranged several of the larger dolls to make room for her. She did this with an expert deftness that Darla found immensely captivating.


  Darla sat down and crossed her legs. “Emma, what are you doing here?”


  Emma looked at her briefly, her fingers a blur as she set the place in front of Darla.


  “Well, Dahwa, I’m having a tea pahty, of courth, thilly,” Emma said, her ringlets dancing as she worked.


  Darla looked confused. “Emma, how on earth did you get all of this stuff here? Your house is at least ten minutes from here.”


  Emma rose up on her knees and pointed to a large red wagon that Darla hadn’t noticed before, parked a few yards away. It was completely empty.


  “I yoothed my twuthty wagon. Do you wike it?”


  “Yes Emma, I do. Do you do this a lot? These tea parties, I mean.”


  “Yeth I do! My famiwy gets vewy thurthty, Dahwa. They wuv the pahk. I am jutht thad I had to weave tho many at home today.”


  Darla blinked. “You normally bring more “family” with you?”


  Emma was holding a large porcelain tea pot in her hand. It was decorated with an intricate floral pattern. She was pouring some of the brownish liquid into Darla’s cup. She stopped and looked at Darla with a serious expression.


  “Of courth, Dahwa! I had to weave thome at home becawth they wuz thick! The flu hath been vewy bad in my houth thith year!”


  Darla’s jaw dropped open. She looked again at the kettle and back down at the plates. They were all matching. Impossible!


  “Emma, you have a matching tea service for twenty?”


  Emma, done rearranging the place settings to accommodate Darla, sat back down on the grass. She arranged her dress so it flowed, lady-like, in front of her.


  “Well, I did have to weave the retht of it at home. I weally do apowa… apowa juh… well, I am vewy sorry for having thutch a thmall pahtee today. Will you fuhgive me?” Emma’s face fell and she looked sad.


  “Emma,” Darla said truthfully, “this is the most amazing tea party I have ever been too!”


  Emma instantly brightened. “Wewee? I’m tho gwad. Heeuh, have thome tea,” she said, lifting her tea cup to her mouth and taking a dainty sip.


  Darla looked down at her half-filled cup skeptically. She lifted it up slowly. “This is okay to drink?” she asked, unsure.


  Emma looked a bit insulted. “Of courth it is, Dahwa! It ith thoda pop, if you mutht know. My Mom won’t wet me use reuw tea. She theth its too hot.”


  Darla put the cup to her lips and took a hesitant sip. It was sweet. It was Coke! She drained her cup and smiled at Emma.


  “I have to hand it to you, Emma. You really do know how to throw a great party.”


  Emma turned red with embarrassment. “Thank you, Dahwa! What are you doing at the pahhk on thith wuvwee day?”


  Darla set her tea cup down and unfolded the picture. She handed it to Emma, who set her cup down. Emma took the drawing from Darla and held it up to her face, examining it as if she had just been handed a secret document of immeasurable importance.


  “Well, I came down here to bury my uncle.”


  Emma’s eyes opened wide and her mouth dropped open. She whispered, “Wewee, yaw uncle ith dead? Wewee dead?” Emma’s face turned pale white.


  Her look of shock was so comical that Darla giggled and put her hand on Emma’s arm. “Emma, it’s okay! He’s not really dead, even though I wish he was. He wasn’t very nice to me.”


  Hearing that, Emma’s face changed instantly. Now she was scowling! Darla was amazed at the speed of her emotional transformations. Emma was either the greatest actress ever or she was actually insane.


  Emma turned the paper towards Darla. “Ith thith a dwawing of hith head?”


  “Yes, it is.”


  “Stho…” Emma said, looking confused. “Ah we onwy bewying hith head then?”


  Darla grinned. Emma had just appointed herself the funeral director. Well, it might be more fun to include her anyway. Darla had seen pictures of funerals and there usually were lots of people.


  “I guess we are only burying his head, since that’s all I brought with me today.”


  Emma stood up quickly. She looked down at the arranged toys and said authoritatively, “Lithen up, peepul. We ahh going to a fewnewal: now! Evuhweewon: finith—yaw—tea!”


  


  They packed Emma’s wagon together, Emma doing most of the work. Actually, she barely let Darla lift a finger. Darla was pretty sure this was not only for altruistic reasons. Emma seemed to have some control issues.


  Emma poured out the remains of the tea that her toys couldn’t “finish.” Then she carefully wiped out each cup with a small dish towel she had brought with her for that specific purpose. Then she stacked all of the dishes neatly inside the wagon. Each toy was placed in a specific order and in a particular spot.


  After it was all done, Darla had to admit that the wagon was impeccably packed. Darla would have just heaped everything together and hoped for the best.


  The elaborate travel preparations made, the two of them ventured deeper into the park looking for an appropriate burial site. As Emma pulled the wagon behind her, she talked non-stop regarding the suitability of each location they came upon. She became so animated that Darla had to tell her to keep her voice down. Hmm…maybe accepting Emma’s help had been a bad idea? Oh well. Too late now.


  But thinking it over some more, Darla decided she didn’t really mind much. She kind of liked Emma. The two of them hadn’t really spent much time together yet, but Darla liked her silliness and her enthusiasm. She was fun to be around. They weren’t best friends or anything and Darla did have some complaints. Specifically, Emma’s taste in clothes was horrendous. Still, Emma was a very convenient friend. Darla’s mother would let her hang out with Emma whenever she wanted to, due to the church connection. Darla had already used this fact once to secretly visit Butch.


  After a bit of zigzagging, the two of them settled on a place under a dense cluster of trees. There was nobody else around this particular spot and besides, the leaves made good cover.


  The two of them stood side by side, looking down at a patch of dirt that seemed like a good final resting place.


  “Dahwa, what about the hole?” Emma asked innocently.


  “What about it?” Darla replied, a little annoyed. Was Emma going to start her running commentary again?


  “How ahh we going to make it?”


  Darla’s jaw dropped open. She was dumbfounded. She hadn’t even considered this question. How stupid of her! The funeral was over before it could even begin. No shovels. Dammit!


  “Um, I, uh…” Darla began and faltered.


  “Well, we could yooth thtikth, couldn’t we?”


  “Use what?” Darla still couldn’t make out every word Emma said.


  “Thtikth! Bwancheth fwom a twee!” Emma pointed down at the ground nearby. There were a few short sticks there.


  “Sticks! That’s a really good idea, Emma. Let’s do it!”


  They both got down on their hands and knees and grabbed sticks. They scratched and dug at the earth in front of them, eventually creating a shallow rectangle that was just a little bit bigger than the paper itself.


  Darla unfolded her drawing and set it “skull face up” in the hole. She was about to grab a handful of dirt and throw it on top when Emma put her hand on Darla’s shoulder.


  “Dahwa, thtop! Thith ithn’t wight! We have to thay thome wordth. We altho need thome mawnerth!”


  Darla was confused. “Mawnerth?”


  Emma looked at her questioningly. “I went to a fewnewal wonth. Ithn’t that what peepuh at a fewnewal ahh cawwed?”


  “Ohhh, Mourners,” Darla said slowly. Mourners? Talk about over-kill. “I don’t know, Emma. Do you really think that we need mourners? It is just a piece of pa…”


  “Oh yethh!” Emma said emphatically. She hopped up on her feet. “Hoad on. I will be wight back.”


  Darla watched as Emma left the shade of the trees and returned pulling the red wagon into the small space. It was a tight fit.


  Emma took all of the former tea partiers from the wagon one at a time and arranged them in a rectangle, facing the center of the hole. Of course, they were arrayed in size order, with the smallest in front and tallest at the back, just as before. Emma certainly was thorough.


  When she was done, Emma stood at the end of the rectangle, lowered her head and closed her eyes. She said solemly, “Deawee bewoved, we are gathuhd hew today to mawn the death of Dahwa’s Uncle. Pweeth wuhpeat aftuh me.


  “My uncleth head ith dead.”


  There was silence. Emma lifted her head and opened one eye. She glanced at Darla, nodding to indicate that Darla should repeat the phrase.


  Darla was sitting behind the other “mourners,” with her hands clasped in front of her knees. She looked up at Emma in disbelief. “You want me to…”


  Emma nodded vehemently and whispered, “Yeth!, pweeth Dahwa. Tho thome wethpect for the dead!”


  Darla, incredulous, said slowly, “My uncle’s head is dead.”


  Emma immediately lowered her head and closed her eyes again.


  “Tho hith head may be dead, hith speewit wivs on.”


  Emma sniffled and then, to Darla’s amazement, actually began to cry! In a state of stunned disbelief, Darla stood up, walked over and put her arm around Emma’s shoulder.


  Darla bowed her head and repeated, “Although his head may be dead, his spirit lives on…”


  Emma sobbed uncontrollably.


  


  After the funeral, Emma took hold of her wagon and bid Darla farewell. Darla slowly walked back from the park in a contemplative mood. The funeral had been pretty amazing, mostly due to Emma’s complete and total commitment. She had not hesitated at all. What would it be like to be Emma? There was no question in Darla’s mind that Emma was living on a completely different planet: maybe even in a completely different universe.


  Well, with the Uncle Murray phase of her life effectively over, Darla had to figure out what to do next.


  Unfortunately, she had absolutely no clue.
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  Signs


  Mabel put her apron on, wrapping the long strings about her waist and tying them off in front of her. The apron was white and clean, at least for moment. She took it from a large supply the store kept ready for use.


  At first, Mabel had thought the idea of wearing an apron all day was silly. Then she had removed her first apron at the end of her first day. Dear Lord, it had been so filthy she could hardly believe it. The funny thing was, she couldn’t remember how it had become so bad. Now she wore one every day, all day, religiously.


  Mabel had been at Smith’s for three weeks now. Her mother, in a move that had surprised Mabel completely, was actively supporting her, watching Jimmy while she worked. That had not been the reaction Mabel had been expecting at all. Thankfully, Mabel’s schedule wasn’t too heavy yet. They were still breaking her in. She currently worked three mornings a week, for about fifteen hours total. Her job was lettering signs.


  On Monday morning Mabel would meet with Mr. & Mrs. Smith. It was their job as store owners to work up the sale prices, along with any other promotions which might be needed for the week. At first, Mabel was surprised she was invited to these meetings. She had sort of assumed she would just be given a big stack of oak tag and a handwritten sheet containing the exact words required for each sign. That turned out to be anything but the case.


  During these meetings, which could get quite contentious, Mabel often acted (in rotation) as referee, coach, advisor and strangest of all, at least to her: as business partner! Both Mr. & Mrs. Smith turned to her regularly to act as a tie-breaking vote on actual business matters. It didn’t matter how many times she prefaced her comments with “Well, I’m not really qualified to say, but…” or “I’m no expert in such matters…” Yes, the Smiths insisted on treating Mabel as an equal from day one. It was a little unnerving to say the least. But eventually, as she suspected, Mabel did get a pile of oak tag and a list of signs needed for the week. She still had her own job to do too.


  Another thing Mabel didn’t expect was how often everything would need to be changed. In all of her time shopping at various markets and shops, Mabel herself had never seen one sign being drawn or posted. It always looked to her that these signs were semi-permanent, like the word of God written on stone tablets. Well, nothing could be further from the truth. Mabel personally took down and re-did every that she put up at least twice. It turned out that prices changed daily—sometimes hourly, new wording would be suggested, minds would change. Who knew?


  Mabel had also become acutely aware of how little actual experience she had in laying out a sign. She had seen many signs and had a good eye, but she was no expert in graphic design. She found it necessary to make pilgrimages to the other shops in the area, scouring the signage there for inspiration. She could often be seen during her off hours with a small pad of paper, making notes and doing sketches of other artist’s work. That is how she thought of them: as artists. They were all so good at their jobs. Mabel hoped someday she would be able to do as well with practice. She would sketch and mimic and generally steal any ideas she thought were worth stealing.


  Another thing she began to notice was the actual placement of goods in other establishments. How, and more importantly, where items were placed in the store mattered. She began to notice that certain items, placed in certain spots, almost always resulted in excitement from shoppers. A simple example was umbrellas. On a cloudy day, placing a supply of umbrellas near the front door of the shop almost always led to the sale of more umbrellas. It was so simple. Putting easily forgotten items near the cash register almost always led to an increase in sales of those items. Some of these ideas were her’s alone and some were picked up from visiting other establishments. Mabel would bring these ideas back to the Smith’s and, to her surprise, many were readily taken up.


  Today’s meeting had gone reasonably well. However, there was the matter of what to do about those tomatoes. There were far too many of them. Apparently, there had been a mix up with two separate suppliers and now they had more than twice as many to sell as they had originally planned on. Mr. Smith blamed Mrs. Smith and vice versa. Mabel didn’t understand why they didn’t just tell one of the suppliers to leave less, but there it was. Apparently, there was pride at stake.


  Mabel suggested trying a sale. If that didn’t work, perhaps another shop had a need and some of their tomatoes could be sold at cost. That idea didn’t go over very well at all. Mr. Smith blanched at the idea of supplying the competition with cheap tomatoes, even if they were going to go rotten. Mabel could not see much sense in this, but she kept it to herself. She also suggested they might make tomato paste or tomato sauce and sell that. Either of those had a longer shelf life once jarred. This idea had never occurred to the Smiths before. The concept that they might do some of their own cooking spawned a long conversation about the pluses and minuses of a “house brand.” There was more thinking to do.


  In the end, Mabel picked up her pile of oak tag and walked back to the area she had claimed as her “sign studio.” Before her arrival, the Smiths had made all the signs the store needed at the front counter. Mabel however, had insisted there was an art to these things and that she needed some privacy in order to do her best work. She also argued it would be more professional and elegant to have the signs just magically “appear” when they were needed.


  Her “studio” was actually just two saw horses covered with an old piece of rectangular wood that acted as a table. Mabel assumed this plank had been a door at some point. Whatever it was, it had also been completely filthy. She had to scrub it with hot water after Charles assembled it for her. Charles, of course, offered to help her clean it. He was always doting on her. It was painfully obvious, even to Charles’ little sister Lois.


  Mabel had cleaned the old piece of wood and then put together a list of the art supplies she would need. Again, Charles offered to go get them for her, but she was adamant she needed to go herself. Who knew what type of decisions would required if the exact things she wanted weren’t available? Mabel would need to be there in person to make the call. In the end, she had decided to take Charles along anyway. Maybe he would come in handy. At the very least, he could be counted on to carry whatever she bought, leaving her hands free to shop unencumbered. Some of these items, specifically the brushes, required Mabel to pick them up and examine them closely. It would be much easier if she wasn’t carrying anything else. So, with Charles’s help, Mabel had bought an assortment of water-based paints, some India ink and a large array of brushes and pens. She was all ready to work.


  Today’s first sign involved an old fashioned sale for the troublesome tomatoes. She had brought a few of the tomatoes with her, for reference. Her idea revolved around a large tomato painted in the middle of the sign. The words surrounding it would tempt the buyers and the sale price would go at the bottom. She had seen a similar layout used at a competitor’s store and she had absolutely no qualms whatsoever with copying it. She would give it her own flair, of course.


  As Mabel sketched, first laying out the design in pencil, she heard a sound outside, like something rooting around in the trash. Maybe an animal? The back room she was in had a window on the alley behind the store. She ignored the noise, as it was not unusual for her to hear sounds out back. That was where the trash bins were and people sometimes used the alley to move between the back streets. There was no danger out there. The neighborhood the store was in was strictly commercial—shop employees, for the most part.


  Again there was a loud clattering. Mabel’s curiosity got the better of her and she picked up a tomato and walked to the open window. She peered out and saw nothing. She waited as quietly as she could, looking out at the shady alley behind the store. Then she heard a rustling noise. There was something moving near one of the trash bins. Whatever it was, it pushed some large cardboard boxes around like it was looking for something. Food? Probably. Stray animals could often be seen out back. It was likely a local cat or dog. Charles spent a good portion of the day shooing away one or the other.


  “Hey, I see you…” she said to whatever it was. “Come on out of there, or I’ll throw this tomato at you, see?”


  There was unexpected movement and something started moving backwards, coming out from behind the piled cardboard. Two little hands pushed up over the top of the stack and then a very small person sidled out from behind it.


  It was a child, no more than five or six years old. It had a very dirty face and a small cap on. Mabel couldn’t tell whether it was a girl or a boy from where she was standing.


  The child started to sniffle, “I give up, ma’am. Please don’t hurt me!”


  “Oh!” Mabel exclaimed. “I won’t hurt you. What are you doing back here?”


  “Nothing, ma’am. I was hungry was all. I was hoping to find something to eat back here.”


  Mabel eyed the tomato in her hand and asked, “Hey, how would you like a…tomato?”


  The child’s eyes lit up. “Yes I would, Ma’am. I truly would!”


  “Hold on a second then.” Mabel retreated from the window and opened the back door, which was right next to it.


  “Come over here,” she said. “I won’t hurt you.”


  The child walked over tentatively, toes pointed slightly inward. The condition of its clothing was appalling: torn and greasy. Mabel tried not to reveal her horror. The smell of this boy, for now Mabel was close enough to see he was a boy, was not so great either.


  “What’s your name?” she asked.


  “M’ names Timothy, Ma’am.”


  “Timothy, my name is Mabel and here is your tomato!” she said, holding out the fruit for the boy to take.


  As Timothy reached for it, the sleeve of his ratty shirt retracted a bit, exposing a bright purple bruise. He grabbed the tomato with both hands, clutching it to his breast.


  Mabel asked, “How old are you Timothy?”


  “I’m seven, Ma’am. Thanks so much for the tomato.”


  “Seven!” she said, trying to hide her disquiet. He was so small. He looked no more than five, tops. He was barely Darla’s height.


  “Timothy, where did you get that nasty bruise on your arm?” Mabel asked innocently.


  “Oh, that!” he said, looking down at it, “I fell off a fence yesterday. Smacked it good.”


  Mabel could tell this was a lie and considered challenging it, but she didn’t want to frighten him away. She had spent a lot of time around children, including the queen of prevaricators: Darla Darling. She knew the smell of a child’s lie from a hundred feet off. Regardless, she didn’t think she would like what he had to tell her, even if she could get the truth from him. Best to leave it for now. Besides, it really was none of her business.


  “Well, listen Timothy. Here, hold on a minute.” Mabel walked back to her work table and grabbed the second of the three tomatoes she was using as a model. She brought it to the open doorway and handed it to Timothy, whose eyes widened in obvious gratitude. He must be starving.


  “Timothy, why don’t you stop by tomorrow? I may have something else for you, alright?”


  “Thanks, Ma’am. I will!” He nodded at her and turned, walking slowly down the alley.


  Mabel watched him go with a feeling of disquiet.


  A little later, she left the back room, signs for the day under her arm. They were due to open in about fifteen minutes. She had a few pennies in her hand and she opened the register, deposited the coins and then closed it. The coins were for the tomatoes she had just given to Timothy.


  Mabel hummed to herself as she went about posting her morning’s work.
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  Our Gang


  Darla sat on her bed with her arms crossed, looking very grim. She had a glorious frown on her face and was really, really mad—again! She was always mad these days, or at least that’s what it felt like. She was sick and tired of it.


  Earlier on this particular day, Darla had gone to her mother and asked, “Mom, I made plans to go to Butch’s house today, okay? You remember him, he came by a couple of times. His mom said it was okay if I came over, okay?”


  Well, apparently it wasn’t okay with her mother. She gave Darla a stern lecture about spending too much time with Butch, whose family was from a bad part of town. She really didn’t want Darla to have anything to do with that boy, etcetera, etcetera. Of course, Darla lost her cool, and in a moment they were yelling at each other. Darla, perhaps unwisely, reminded her mother she should hardly be giving anyone advice on the topic of men. Well, that turned out to be a very bad idea, because her mother picked Darla up like a football and carried her to her room.


  “And you’re grounded for the day, young lady!” her mother said, slamming Darla’s bedroom door.


  So yeah, the day hadn’t begun very well.


  Why the fuck did her mother feel the need to treat her like a child anyway? It was just too much. Darla felt like crying, but she was too mad to give in to tears. She was fuming. She went over to her window and opened it, tempted to try and sneak outside. This would probably not be a good idea, because her mother would eventually come back to check on her.


  Okay, fine. The day was long and Darla would bide her time. She had learned a little about patience. Not as much as she would have liked, but she could play the waiting game for a while, if she really needed to. So she went to her desk to see what she could do to keep herself occupied while she waited for the day to sort itself out. Her Grandma once said that life was a puzzle that would sometimes put itself together, if it was allowed to. Patience, sitting back and letting events unfold was sometimes necessary and required. Darla hated that, but saw the wisdom.


  She opened the top drawer of her little desk to see what was there and decided on some crayons and a partially completed pad of paper she sometimes drew on when the spirit moved her. She sat down and began coloring. She didn’t always have an idea. Sometimes she would just start drawing shapes and see where they took her. She worked at this for a bit, but every shape led Darla to a horrible death for her mother. First there was a beheading, then a hanging.


  Damn it! Butch was going to have no idea why Darla didn’t show up as planned. This made her really mad again. She liked Butch. He was a little older, a little wiser, and oh so smart and cute. He made her laugh and she really liked that. He would figure out what had happened. He wasn’t stupid, that’s for sure. He already knew Darla’s mother was crazy and that she had an irrational dislike of him, even though he had only ever been polite and deferential to her.


  Just as Darla completed this thought, there was a sharp whisper of her name from outside her bedroom window. She put her sketch pad down, wriggled off her bed, and ran to the open window. She poked her head out and looked down.


  Sure enough, there was Butch! He had his hands cupped around his mouth and had been just about to call her name again. He stopped and waved. He whispered, “Hi Darla!” She waved and mouthed back, “Hi Butch!”


  Butch shrugged his shoulders and turned his palms upward. He whispered, “What happened?” Darla looked back towards the front of the house and pointed with her thumb. Butch nodded. The old lady. He got it. Then he mimed climbing up the tree to her window, and looked at her expectantly. She nodded and watched as he began climbing the tree.


  Darla’s mother didn’t understand just how easy this tree was to climb. The branches were wonderfully spaced so that they could easily be grasped, even by the smallest child. It was like a living ladder. At no point was there a large gap or a spot where you had the slightest worry about falling. It really was the perfect tree to have outside your window if you needed a quick way to the ground. Thankfully, the tree’s usefulness as a convenient fire escape was still a secret from her mother, and Darla was determined to keep it that way.


  A few moments later Butch was in her room, brushing off a few stray bits of tree bark and leaves from his clothes. Butch was such a great dresser. He always looked like a street tough, with black being his main color statement. He was so cool.


  Darla whispered, “Hey Butch! Thanks for coming over. I’m grounded, of course.”


  Butch whispered back, “Hey Darla. Darn, your mom grounded you! That stinks. Did you still want to come over or should we just make it another day?”


  Shit! Darla was patient, but not that patient. She did not want to wait for another day. She was still not sure about her relationship with time, but she didn’t really trust it. “Better to take what I can reasonably get today” was her motto.


  She shook her head violently. “No damn way,” she whispered.


  Butch nodded, a skeptical look on his face. “But how? If your mom comes in while you’re gone, she’ll be plenty mad, right? Is it worth it?”


  Damn right it was! Darla nodded again violently.


  Then she had an idea. She went to the closet and pulled out the biggest doll she could find. In general, she really had no time for dolls, there was too much other cool stuff to do, but maybe this one would come in handy today. She went to her bed and artfully arranged the doll under the covers with her head on Darla’s pillow, but with the face partially hidden by the covers, like she was sleeping.


  She motioned to Butch to go stand by the door and see how it looked. He did so and turned, a look of astonishment on his face.


  “Gosh!” he whispered, looking duly impressed. “I wouldn’t be able to tell. It looks just like you from this angle.”


  Darla smiled and nodded, satisfied. She gestured with her thumb towards the window and they both crawled out, Darla leading the way. They quietly slipped out of the tree and made their way to the street, using an adjacent neighbor’s back yard to put a little distance between them and Darla’s house.


  Success! If this worked, she would have to remember it and use the same scheme again. And what if it didn’t work? Darla shuddered at the thought. It would not be a pleasant night, for sure. Her mother would have her hide. Actually, her mother did occasionally spank Darla, but rarely. It just wasn’t her style. She was more of the “young lady, you will lose this, you will lose that” type of parent: a privilege stealer. Physical violence was too much effort and besides, it was unladylike. Well, whatever. Darla would take what came. Some things were worth the risk. Best not to dwell on it.


  Having decided to steal a day, what should the two of them do? They discussed a number of options. Going to Butch’s house was probably not a good idea. They didn’t want to get Butch’s mom in trouble. That wouldn’t do at all. Darla really liked Mrs. Williams. She was always nice to Darla. She suspected that Mrs. Williams actually thought that she—Darla, was a good influence on Butch. Ha! Well, it was a useful charade, to be sure.


  Hmmm. Darla pondered. They could go to Andrew’s house and get some more of his dad’s chewing tobacco from him. But maybe not. Andrew had been a little distant from Darla since the last time she’d gone over. And besides, she really didn’t like chewing tobacco that much, as it turned out. It was fun to play with but tasted pretty nasty after a while. Okay, not that. But what else could they do?


  They could go downtown to get some candy. Darla had stuffed a few coins into her purse before they left. It was always wise for a girl to have a little bit of cash.


  It was decided. Darla’s house was about ten or so blocks from the center of town. She and Butch walked slowly, appreciating the beautiful day. It was sunny and perfect, the kind of Saturday that made you wish the day would never end. There was a light breeze and the sun was shining through the leaves on the trees. They laughed and talked about what they had been up to since they had last seen each other.


  Butch was the kind of person that Darla could see herself hanging out with for a long time. He was so great. At one point on the walk, he reached out and took her hand, without looking or asking her. Darla was a little shocked, but it felt nice, so she let it be. Good friends held hands sometimes, right? He’s wasn’t making a big deal out of it so she wouldn’t either.


  The two of them made their way downtown and walked straight to the candy shop.


  Mr. O’Malley ran the shop. He was an older man, maybe even fifty. He was a nice guy who always gave the kids a bit of extra candy for their money. Darla never shoplifted from Mr. O’Malley’s. He was so naturally generous that Darla wondered how the store stayed in business. She instinctively understood the need to keep great local merchants around.


  The two of them went inside, which set the door’s bell jangling. Mr. O’Malley looked up, saw them and waved. He was deep in conversation with a young woman who was buying what looked like a ton of candy. Darla and Butch picked out a few things they liked and went up to the counter as the young woman left with her bags.


  “Wow, Mr. O’Malley! You can close for the day now, right? Why did that lady buy so much candy?” Darla asked.


  “Well, Darla Darling, it’s just two weeks until Halloween! You did know that, right?” He winked. Darla stood stock still, totally dumbfounded. Then she turned and looked at Butch, just as he turned to look at her. There was a look of shock on his face too. He hadn’t known either.


  “No kidding?” Darla asked. “How come I am the last person on earth to know this?”


  Mr. O’Malley smiled. “Well that’s okay, kids! It’s not like you missed it, right? Now what can I get for you?”


  They put their candy on the counter and Darla fished out her coin purse and paid. Of course, Mr. O’Malley gave them about half of their candy for free. It was inevitable. They thanked him profusely and left the shop, the little bell tinkling merrily.


  


  “Halloween!” Darla exclaimed, as she munched on a particularly tasty treat.


  “Well, I’ll be,” said Butch. “I had no idea it was so soon! What are you going to be, Darla?”


  She pondered. “I really have no idea, Butch. I am going to have to consider it carefully.”


  It occurred to Darla that if her mother found out she had snuck out of the house today, she would probably be grounded for the next month. She gulped, almost swallowing one of her candies whole. Don’t dwell on it, she told herself.


  “How about you, Butch? What are you going to be?”


  Butch immediately stood up, spread his feet apart and put his hands on his hips. He raised one eyebrow and looked off into the distance.


  “I will be…a pirate!” he said proudly. Then he looked at her slyly and grinned. “Just like last year.” Apparently the gang dressed as pirates every year.


  “Really? I think that’s a great choice. Pirates are so cool. I’d like to be a pirate too—for real!” She paused. “Hey, Butch, can you still be a pirate? Are there still real pirates?”


  Butch looked doubtful and considered. “I’m not sure. I know that they don’t use sailing ships anymore. Not the big ones with all of the sails, like the old days.”


  Darla thought about it for a moment. “You’re probably right. I think that all boats have motors now. I’ve seen some pictures. But you can still be an old fashioned pirate for Halloween, Butch. No one can stop you.”


  He nodded, satisfied. “That’s the plan. A pirate forever!”


  They walked for a little bit, and passed the town’s movie palace. This particular theatre had been showing Our Gang shorts recently, and Darla asked Butch to read the marquee for her. He stuck his hands in his pockets and looked a little embarrassed. He mumbled something.


  “Butch, can’t you read yet?” Darla asked, incredulous. The idea that Butch, the older and wiser one, couldn’t read yet had not occurred to her. She figured that every other kid could read except her.


  Butch shook his head and said “I haven’t learned how yet, Darla. It’s hard. They’ve been teaching us at school, but I don’t have the hang of it yet.”


  “That’s okay, Butch! We can just go up and ask the box office lady! No problem,” she said quickly. Darla decided that an immediate subject change was in order. She knew how she felt about her own inability to read.


  Darla went up to the window and asked the woman working in the box office. She was chewing gum, and Darla had to ask her to repeat what she said twice just so Darla could understand her. They were showing two new shorts, “Young Sherlocks” and “Monkey Business.”


  Darla checked her coin purse and Butch dug into his pockets. They had just enough between the two of them to get in. The next show started in ten minutes.


  


  Darla and Butch stepped out of the hallowed movie palace with reverence, their eyes blinking rapidly in the bright light of the mid-afternoon sun.


  Darla was speechless and so full of thought at the same time. She needed to talk and think, consider and feel. It was almost too much to keep inside her. Her heart swelled with the sweeping majesty of what she had just seen.


  Darla now knew what she wanted to do with the rest of her life. She knew it! Deep in her bones, she knew it. Oh my God…what art…what plot…what action! What a glorious ending.


  Our Gang. Those two words filled her with reverence. She pictured Hal Roach Studios as a golden palace where dreams came true.


  And the performances…Peggy Cartwright had been luminous as Mary Jane. She had been so elegant, so believable. Ernie Morrison had been brilliant, of course. That was to be expected. The production values were sublime. Then she remembered the first short, “Monkey Business” and started laughing out loud. So funny! How did they get that monkey to do those tricks? It was like magic. And to think that just recently Darla had been so sure about the superiority of live theatre. Well, that was then and this is now. The state of the art in moviemaking had just been raised to a new zenith.


  How could Darla get involved in this? What did she need to do? She couldn’t talk to Uncle Murray about it. That part of her life was over. Besides, there was the little matter of her attempt to murder him in his own office. Probably not the best thing she could have done in the long term, but there you have it. No use crying over spilled milk.


  Darla had done absolutely nothing professionally since she had “fired” Uncle Murray and she was beginning to get worried. Joining the circus hadn’t really worked out too well either. Darla knew there was little chance she could get work on her own without help. In order to get involved in the movie business, she was going to need serious help. You couldn’t just go over to Culver City and knock on the studio door, could you? Could you?


  Darla had heard the stories. There were hundreds of kids, with their mothers in tow, knocking on Hal Roach’s door every day. She had seen the pictures in the newspaper. It was truly ridiculous. She was sure most of the kids were talentless hacks, but there were so many.


  As Darla saw it, her main obstacle to finding new work on her own was that she was just a little kid. Yes, she was more verbal than most, but she still couldn’t read.She would need to be able to read in order to get the names of agents from, well, wherever it was that people got the names of agents from. Shit! It was hopeless.


  She stopped for a second, overcome by the hugeness of the task, the very size of the thing. Here she was, a beautiful, talented actress, stuck in the body of a fucking five-year-old. Oh the hopelessness of it. How did Peggy Cartwright manage it? How beautiful and mature she was. Darla was instantly hit with a wave of envy so green it almost blinded her. No! I will not succumb to it. There is plenty of room in this world for both Darla Darling and Peggy Cartwright. There has to be! Patience was all that was needed. That and a plan. Darla needed a plan. In reality, she knew that what she really needed was qualified, grownup help.


  “Butch, was that not the greatest thing ever?” she asked, looking at him seriously.


  “Darla, that was the greatest thing ever,” he said respectfully.


  He felt it too.


  


  After walking aimlessly for a while, Darla said, “Hey, Butch, I should probably get back. We’ve been gone for a long time.”


  He nodded, looking up at the sun. “Yeah, probably a couple of hours at least. We’d better get you back before your mom figures it out.”


  So they walked back towards Darla’s house. She kept her hands clasped in front of her. She wasn’t avoiding holding hands, but she really didn’t want to give Butch the wrong idea. What she really wanted was to be friends with him. The whole “girl boy” thing would just mess everything up too soon. She could easily see being his girlfriend someday, but then he would just leave her, like Darla’s father had left her mother. That was the way of it. It was how these things worked. Darla knew a lot about relationships.


  At the bottom of the tree outside her window, Butch said goodbye and gave her a gentlemanly boost to get her started. She climbed up like a cat and carefully looked inside her room before going in. All was quiet.


  Darla clambered inside and dusted herself off, trying to make it look like she had never left. She went to check the doll and the thing was still right where she had left her. Darla dragged her out from under the covers and threw her carelessly back into her closet. Stupid thing. Well she had come to the rescue today, for sure. The dumb doll really fooled them all today.


  At that moment, there was a light tapping at her door. Then the door opened a little and Mabel peeked in. She looked at Darla for a moment and then turned her head down the hallway and said in a loud voice, “No Mom, she’s still sleeping. You want me to wake her up?” Mabel listened for a second and put her head back inside the room. She grinned at Darla, one eyebrow arched. “Mom says that you can come out if you want to. She’s leaving for the rest of the afternoon. Oh, by the way, how was your…‘nap’?” She winked at Darla and closed the door.


  Shit. Busted by Mabel.
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  Damage


  Mabel stood, silently sketching a summer squash.


  After arriving at the store this morning she had rushed straight back to her studio. She had so much to do today. Mabel was behind schedule this week and she didn’t like it, not one little bit. There were actually sales underway in the store right now that no customers knew about because there were no signs. Mabel wondered, not for the first time, if she should increase her work hours. There just didn’t seem to be enough hours in the day.


  Thankfully, Mabel had built up a significant reservoir of good will, mainly by virtue of her “stellar” work with the tomatoes last week. The tomatoes had sold well and, if you were to believe Charles, it was all due to her signs. Mabel knew it was ridiculous, but allowed him to compliment her without too much resistance. It was nice to be appreciated, but sometimes Charles got carried away. Well, a little good will could be saved for occasions like this.


  Ah, those tomatoes. Mabel had ended up buying some of the problematic tomatoes herself. She brought them home and decided to make some tomato sauce, playing with her usual recipe in the hopes of trying to jar some to bring back to the store, strictly as a research project. She hadn’t yet had the courage to show the fruits of her efforts to the Smiths. She was still waiting for the right opportunity.


  The entire time Mabel had been in the kitchen making sauce, Darla had been close by, watching and asking questions. She was fascinated by Mabel’s new job. Darla only knew actors and how they made a living. That a regular person could work at a regular job had never occurred to her.


  Mabel tried her best to make her job at the store sound interesting to Darla. Mabel was still worried about her little sister’s unemployment. She knew it was, in some sense, ridiculous to worry about the career prospects of a five-year-old, but Darla was not an ordinary child. Mabel felt Darla needed to know there were other fulfilling avenues open to her in the future besides performing.


  While the sauce simmered on the stove, Darla had asked Mabel if she could come with her to the store soon. She was dying to see exactly what Mabel’s work day was like. This encouraged Mabel. She briefly considered, but told Darla she would need to ask the Smiths first if it was okay, since she really didn’t know the rules yet. Lois hung out at the store all the time, but she was the owner’s daughter. Besides, Mabel was not a hundred percent sure she trusted Darla to behave herself there.


  Thinking about it now as she sketched, Mabel decided there couldn’t really be too much harm in a Darla visit to the store. In fact, she would ask the Smiths today what the official policy was on bringing your little sister to work. She had a suspicion it would be fine as long as Darla promised to behave.


  Mabel heard a light tapping sound at the back window. She turned to see Timothy’s grimy little face pushed up against the window. She smiled. He looked comical with his nose pressed against the glass. He was barely tall enough to look inside. He must be standing on his tippy toes. She got up and went to the back door. She opened it and there he was, standing politely with his cap held in both hands.


  “Good morning, Ma’am.” He looked at her awkwardly, an embarrassed smile on his face.


  She smiled back at him. “Why, good morning, Timothy! You are looking well this morning. Come in, won’t you?”


  She opened the door wider so he could enter. She couldn’t let him into the store proper, but she didn’t think it would be a problem if he stepped inside the back room for a moment.


  He shuffled up to the door and peered past her. “I’m not sure if I aught to, Ma’am.” He looked down at his feet.


  “Please Timothy, call me Mabel. I’m not calling you ‘sir’ after all, now am I? And please, do come inside. I’m sure that it’s quite alright. You haven’t gotten into trouble with the Smiths before, have you?”


  He looked shocked. “Oh, no, Ma’am, um, I mean Miss, uh Mabel. It’s just that I’m kind of, well, messy if you see what I mean.” He looked down at his clothes, holding his ripped sleeves out for her to see.


  Mabel had to admit he did have a point. “Yes, I do see.” She stepped through the door and looked out into the alley. She saw a couple of wooden crates nearby that might make serviceable chairs. “Okay, stay here for a second.” Mabel walked back across the room and picked up the small sack she had prepared earlier in the hope that Timothy might stop by.


  She returned quickly and opened the back door again. She walked into the alley, motioning for Timothy to join her. She upended one of the crates and he quickly got the idea, upending another just like it. She smiled, noticing they were tomato crates. Apparently, the sale had gone well.


  The two of them sat down. Mabel opened the sack and took out two oranges, both of which she handed to Timothy. He took them and immediately put one into his coat pocket. He held the other one up and asked, “Is it alright if I eat this one now, Miss?”


  “I certainly hope so!” she said, smiling.


  While he peeled the orange, Mabel looked at him closely. He was such a waif. His arms were so skinny she could easily see the bones of his wrist as he worked on the fruit.


  “Timothy, if you don’t mind my asking, where do you live?”


  He took a moment to lift his left arm, pointing in a direction away from the store. “That way, Miss. About ten blocks or so.” Then he went straight back to the orange. He deftly removed the rest of the peel as a single, giant piece. He split the fruit in half and then half again. Then he removed the individual slices, eating them one at a time.


  “Would you like any, Miss?”


  “No thanks Timothy, it’s all for you. I had my breakfast already.” She paused. “Say, how come you aren’t at school today?”


  He barely looked up as he answered, his attention wholly devoted to his food. “Well, my Pa doesn’t really care. As long as I stay out of his way, he leaves me alone.”


  “What about your mother, Timothy? Doesn’t she think you should be in school?” Mabel tilted her head, trying to make eye contact.


  He stopped and looked directly into her eyes. “I ain’t got a Mom, Miss.” He said it matter-of-factly.


  At once Mabel felt terrible, both for prying and because of the answer. “Oh, Timothy! I am so sorry to hear that!”


  “It’s alright, Miss. I never really knowed her. She died when I was a baby.”


  Mabel nodded. “I see. So it’s just you and your Dad, then?”


  “Oh, I have a little sister too, Miss. Silvia. She’s three.”


  Mabel considered this. “Does her mother live with you?”


  “Oh, no Miss. She doesn’t. She left right after Silvia was born. It’s alright though, she wasn’t very nice, at least not to me.”


  Mabel reached into the sack and brought out a towel, which she handed to Timothy. He looked at it queerly.


  Mabel smiled. “That’s to clean you up with,” she said brightly. “Start with your face, then wipe off your hands.”


  He held the towel up like it was going to bite him. Mabel laughed and took it back from him. She set about properly cleaning his face. She ended up having to go back inside to wet the towel at the sink. Timothy was so grimy that the dry towel was just pushing the dirt from place to place without actually removing any of it.


  After she cleaned him up a bit, Mabel stood and handed him the sack. “Timothy, there is some bread and cheese wrapped up in there, too. I want you to take it. I am not working tomorrow, so I can’t see you again until next week, okay?”


  He looked pained for a moment and then he said, “Yes, Miss Mabel. Thank you so much.”


  Timothy stood and replaced his cap. He turned and walked away slowly, clutching the sack in both hands. He looked back at her several times and waved. She waited patiently until he had vanished around a corner. She swallowed hard, a feeling of deep disquiet settling over her. While washing his face she had seen another bruise, this one behind his left ear. It was relatively fresh and looked quite painful.


  She stood up and brushed herself off. She shook her head and went back to work, deep in thought.


  


  Mabel walked from the sign studio through the warren of back hallways that led to the front of the store. She had a large bundle of signs with her that were all different shapes and sizes.


  One of the ideas Mabel had been playing with was to make every sign a unique size and shape. That way customers wouldn’t get bored as they looked from display to display. She had seen this approach used in other establishments and it excited her. She had also seen the opposite approach tried, total conformity, and it worked well—in certain situations. It just wasn’t her cup of tea. It was an approach better suited to large department stores, where the uniformity of signage worked as part of a unified approach to store branding. A small, family-owned store like Smith’s was, in her opinion, too small to worry about such things. The lack of sign uniformity gave the store a more homey feel which better suited the regular folks who shopped there.


  As Mabel pushed open the last door separating her from the front of the store, she heard a noise: the sound of a hammer hitting a piece of wood. She zigzagged through several displays of vegetables, wondering what the commotion was. She scooted around a low table of avocados and saw Charles bent over with his back to her, a hammer in one hand. It looked like he was effecting a repair of some kind on what used to be a display stand. There were several boards lying scattered about. Some of them had exposed nails showing. Mabel wondered what on earth had happened to it. It looked like it had been purposely damaged.


  She took a clandestine moment to appraise Charles Smith.


  He was tall, so very tall, especially when he stood next to her. She guessed he must be nearly five foot ten or eleven and, at least according to his mother, he was still growing. She constantly complained about him outgrowing this or that piece of clothing. This always made Mabel smile. Darla and Jimmy were in the same boat. Mabel herself hadn’t grown in years.


  Charles had turned twenty earlier this year. She was actually a little jealous of that. Mabel longed to be twenty so people would treat her like a “real” adult and take her seriously. Being a teenager was frustrating sometimes.


  Charles’ hair was chestnut brown. Mabel could tell at some point during his early childhood that he had been a blonde. There was still a little bit of pale hair left at the base of his neck, just above his shirt collar. There was also some where he parted his hair. His temples were blonde as well.


  Charles had a friendly face. People immediately liked and trusted him. It was an innate quality rather than a manufactured one. There was no way to fake something like that. Either you had it or you didn’t. Maybe it was his eyes, which were large, blue, and friendly.


  As for his personality, Charles was a open book. Because of that, Mabel found reading his thoughts trivially easy. She suspected his mother could probably do the same. Maybe it was a female thing. As an open book, Charles’ lack of artifice occasionally bothered Mabel, especially when other women, especially other pretty women, came into the store. He would gape at them, looking for all the world like a lovesick schoolboy. When this happened, Mabel wanted to tell him not to be so obvious, but she just couldn’t bring herself to do it. His innocence was the quality that most endeared him to her. It was also the quality she was the most embarrassed by. What was she to do?


  Wait a minute! She didn’t have to do anything. She had to keep reminding herself of that. It wasn’t like they were engaged or anything—at least not yet. That thought started a warm, rosy blush at the back of her neck. Oh, not again! Why did just thinking about Charles turn her into a beet?


  Mabel had to be honest with herself. She really did like him, and in “that way” too. It would be foolish to deny it. But they were coworkers now and it would be wrong to fraternize with him, wouldn’t it?


  “Miss Mabel, can I do something for you?” a voice from somewhere said.


  Mabel snapped out of her reverie and realized she had been standing there, holding her stack of signs and staring at Charles for the last five minutes. Oh dear.


  “Um, uh no, Charles…good morning! I, um, I was just going to set out the latest batch of signs when I heard the hammering.”


  Charles narrowed his eyes and shook his head, obviously exasperated.


  “Oh, yeah. Darn those kids…This is the third time this week those little vandals have come by here. If I ever get my hands on any of them, I’ll…”


  “Charles, do you mean that this damage was caused by children?”


  “Oh yes, Miss Mabel, it certainly was. And I know just the kids. It was Wild Bill and his gang. I’d stake my life on it. Those little rascals…”


  Mabel interjected, “Wild Bill? Well that’s a fairly onerous title, isn’t it?” She was amazed that any group of children could cause so much upset. This Wild Bill must be quite a hellion!


  “Oh yes, Miss Mabel. Bill’s a wily one too. He and his buddies know just when to come by here. Right after closing, usually. Why their parents don’t keep them under control, I have no idea. I mean, look here…” Charles was really getting animated now. The topic had obviously touched a nerve.


  “…I mean, Miss Mabel, would you let our children run around unsupervised like that! Would you? No, you certainly wouldn’t. Parent’s don’t seem to have any care for what their…” He paused, looking at her strangely.


  “Miss Mabel? Are you okay? I…” he trailed off.


  Mabel found herself turning bright red yet again, her unoccupied hand covering her open mouth.


  She stood stock still. “Charles…you said…‘our’ children.”


  He looked at her foolishly for a moment, frowning and unsure, his large blue eyes swiveling around, trying to recollect what he had said.


  Then it hit him. He turned as red as a tomato and stammered, “Oh my gosh! Oh Miss Mabel, I meant ‘your.’ I meant ‘your children,’ I swear I did!”


  He looked so comical that Mabel couldn’t help but smile.


  She tried to reassure him. “Charles, it’s alright. You were upset. I mean, if my property had been damaged, I’d be upset too!”


  She could see Charles had no framework for correcting this slip of the tongue and no way for Mabel to verbally make it better for him. Her words of solace only seemed to make him look more uncomfortable.


  “Charles?” A loud voice came from behind them, from inside the store. It was Mrs. Smith.


  The look of relief on Charles’ face was instantaneous and total. He looked over Mabel’s head and yelled, “Coming, Mother!” Then he practically ran into the store, dropping the hammer as he fled.


  Mabel looked down at the pile of boards Charles had abandoned. She sighed, contemplating the current state of moral decline in today’s youth. Then she went back into the shop and began setting up the signs she had made. She was a bit later than usual, so some shoppers would see her at her work, something Mabel liked to avoid, but there was no help for it today.
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  Good Advice


  Darla’s grandmother was coming to visit. Darla was very, very excited by this news.


  Her mother had told her yesterday. As part of the announcement, her mother threatened Darla, telling her she had to clean up her room or else Grandma wouldn’t come. So she was being informed and threatened simultaneously. Sheesh! So fucking typical… Her mother was a total bitch. But Darla knew very well her grandmother didn’t give a shit about the state of her room. She loved Darla unconditionally and thought she was the greatest kid ever. Just to be on the safe side, Darla did clean her room. No use tempting fate or asking for retribution. The truth be known, Darla really liked her room clean too. She normally left it messy as a form of silent rebellion against her adult oppressors, but she generally favored order over chaos.


  Darla hadn’t seen her grandmother in many months and she was so dying to see her. She lived a couple of hours away now and didn’t come to visit nearly as often as Darla wanted her to. They did drive to her house from time to time, but there didn’t seem to be any rhyme or reason to the frequency of these visits. Darla had no idea what the “behind the scenes” issues were, but there was definitely bad blood between her mother and Grandma. Mother and daughter shit. Darla could sympathize.


  Regardless of the way she felt about her own daughter, Grandma absolutely adored her grandkids. And for her part, Darla loved the things they did together. They always cooked together, of course. Grandma was the greatest cook in existence and she loved to have a helper in the kitchen. She taught Darla how to make important things, like gravy. Who knew that making gravy involved so many steps? It was an art form. Grandma would prepare whatever the meat for the meal was, say, a leg of lamb (they usually had lamb every time Grandma visited). After the lamb was done cooking, Darla would help with the gravy. When Darla cooked with Grandma, she knew she could be the world’s greatest chef someday.


  Another thing Darla and her grandmother loved to do together was read stories. Grandma would read to her and use funny voices and they would laugh and laugh. That was the best. No one could make Darla laugh like her grandmother could. She was so funny.


  They played games together too. Card games and board games and they also put jigsaw puzzles together. Darla loved jigsaw puzzles, because you didn’t have to read to be good at them. You just had to have a good memory and a good eye for detail, both of which she had. They would do these great big puzzles with hundreds of pieces. Even her mother would sometimes get into the act. Everyone who was available would gather around the kitchen table and help put the puzzle together. The Darling family had several well-used boxes of puzzles that Darla and her grandmother would put them together in a precise order.


  Mostly, Darla loved her grandmother because she made Darla feel loved. It was so great to have someone in your life that just loved you for existing. Everyone should know that kind of love. Some kids were lucky enough to get that love from their parents. Some were not so lucky. Darla, thankfully, had her grandmother and Darla cherished her visits.


  Grandma’s real name was Dorothy. Darla thought it was the most beautiful name she had ever heard. It suited her grandmother perfectly.


  After Darla finished cleaning her room, she decided to bug her mother.


  “When is she coming?” Darla asked.


  “Soon.”


  “When is she coming?”


  “Soon.”


  “When is she coming?”


  “Soon! Darla will you please knock it off? She’ll be here by three o’clock! There, is that a good enough answer for you?”


  After the ritual annoying of her mother, Darla continued to prepare for Grandma’s visit, getting out the board games and the puzzles, getting a stack of books in place. Then she went to the kitchen to inventory the cooking supplies. She needed to make sure they had everything they would need in order to make the various feasts. But when she got there, Darla found Mabel had beaten her to it. The counter was covered with a dozen small jars and bottles, several of which were open. Mabel was writing things down on a notepad that looked suspiciously like a shopping list. So Darla wasn’t the only one excited.


  With the preparations seen to, Darla went to her room to wait for the sound of her grandmother’s arrival. She waited and waited. Just as Darla was about to ask her mother again, the phone rang in the kitchen. She heard her mother’s shoes in the hallway as she went to answer it. There was a long pause and then Darla heard her mother coming down the hallway. She stopped in the doorway of Darla’s room, looking very serious.


  “Grandma can’t come,” her mother said flatly.


  “What!?” Darla reflexively shouted. “Why? Did you tell her not to come?”


  Her mother looked down at her sharply and frowned. “No, Darla! I would never tell her that! Now sit down, there’s been an accident.”


  Then Darla got scared, really scared. “What, Mom? What happened? Is Grandma all right? Tell me, Mom, tell me, please?” She felt herself on the brink of tears.


  Her mother looked down at her, softening. “Darla, Grandma is okay. She fell down the stairs outside her house. A neighbor found her. She has a…fracture…a broken leg.”


  Darla sniffled. “Mom, is she hurt really bad? Can we go and see her, please? I want to go see her. She needs us Mom, she really does!” Then she was crying and her mother was awkwardly stroking her hair, trying to comfort her as best she could.


  “Darla, yes, we are going to go,” her mother said calmly. “We are leaving as soon as I can get packed. Do me a favor and get your suitcase and fill it with enough clothes for a few days. Pack whatever you think we will need to take her mind off her leg, okay?”


  “Yes, Mom I will do it. Thanks, Mom. I think we really need to see her and help her out,” Darla said, nodding vigorously. She wiped away her tears.


  Darla got busy as quickly as she could. A broken leg? How terrible! Darla knew that people could break their bones, but she really couldn’t imagine how such a thing actually felt.


  Poor Grandma. Darla started to get sad again. Pay attention to what you’re doing, Darla! Your grandmother needs you! She doubled her efforts. She got a large shopping bag into which she put puzzles, games and some books. She took enough stuff to keep Grandma busy for at least a month. Darla really wished she could read stories to Grandma. She felt frustrated being such a small kid. Shit! She wished she was older.


  After a few minutes Darla’s mother came to her room to inspect her efforts. “Thanks. Great work, honey. Now let’s go, okay?”


  Darla nodded and grabbed her suitcase. Her Mother brought the bag with books and games down the back stairs to the driveway with Darla following. Then the two of them loaded up the car. Darla climbed into the front seat and her mother said, “I’ll be right back, I just need to talk to your sister.”


  As if reading her mother’s mind, Mabel, carrying Jimmy on her hip, walked out the back door. Mabel looked very upset and her mother went over to her and smoothed her hair, talking to her in soft tones. Mabel did a lot of nodding and Jimmy smiled and burbled in the way he always did. Then Mabel took Jimmy back into the house and her mother got into the car and closed the door. She began the car starting ritual.


  “Mom, why aren’t Mabel and Jimmy coming?”


  “Your sister and I talked it over. She wants to come, but I think it might be too much to have Jimmy there with Mom trying to rest and recover. They will see her at Thanksgiving, assuming she’s recovered enough to host it. That’s over a month from now. She should be up and about by then. We’ll see.”


  The engine finally turned over and the car lurched backwards towards the street.


  Darla had brought a pad of paper and some pencils to keep herself occupied on the long car ride. Her mother seemed to be content with silence, so Darla started drawing pictures and carefully shading them in. She tried to draw things that would take her mind off her grandmother’s tragedy, but every picture seemed to feature someone with a broken leg.


  Grandma lived at the base of a big mountain range. Darla loved to watch the city and towns quickly fade away as farmland and wilderness took over. The mountains never seemed to move though. They just slowly got bigger and bigger. Darla had never made it all the way to Grandma’s without falling asleep. It was almost like she grew sleepier as the mountains grew taller.


  Darla put down her pad and carefully stowed her pencils. Art supplies were meant to be treated with respect. Mabel taught her that. She curled up on the seat and pretty soon the rhythmic motion of the car made her eyelids droop.


  


  There was a loud bang and Darla instantly opened her eyes. She had fallen asleep. She looked over at her mother and saw her crossing in front of the car through the dusty windshield. The sound must have been the car door.


  Darla peered up through the glass. Yup, they were here alright. The mountains were right where they were supposed to be. Darla had always thought of them as protectors. What had happened? Why had they failed to keep her Grandma safe?


  She looked at her grandmother’s house. It still was painted blue with white trim. It wasn’t robin’s egg blue and it wasn’t navy blue. It was more like a simple blue. Darla didn’t know the name for it.


  Her mother walked straight up to the house without unpacking or saying a word. She opened the screen door and went quickly inside. Darla clambered out and slammed her car door shut with two hands. She bounded up the steps. Were these the very steps that hurt my Grandma? She slowly opened the screen door and stepped into the house.


  Sitting on the living room couch reading a newspaper, was a man Darla didn’t recognize. She later found out he was a local country doctor. He had been waiting for Darla’s mother to arrive. They must have made some arrangements earlier by telephone. Her mother was deep in quiet conversation with this man and Darla figured it was grown-up stuff.


  Darla knew where Grandma’s bedroom was and quickly raced up the steps, two at a time. At the top of the stairs she slowed and walked timidly down the hall. Standing at the door of her grandmother’s bedroom she peeked inside not knowing what to expect. Her grandmother was there, lying in her big feather bed, sleeping. As far as Darla knew, it was the same bed she had always owned. Darla saw her chest gently rising and falling. She was covered by a blanket pulled up to her waist. She was wearing her blue housecoat. Darla recognized it. Grandma always wore this housecoat before she got properly dressed for the day.


  Her grandmother was a small woman, certainly two or three inches shorter than Darla’s mother. But she wasn’t teeny like Mabel. She was somewhere in between.


  Her wardrobe was a simple one. She only wore plain dresses. Darla didn’t think she had ever seen her grandmother in trousers of any kind. It just wouldn’t have been right. Grandmas wore dresses. Her grandmother didn’t seem to mind that Darla herself hardly ever wore a dress.


  Sometimes her grandmother wore a pair of round spectacles. Not all the time, just when she was reading or doing close work. She didn’t actually need them to see normal distances. Darla tried them on once and her sight had become ridiculously blurry. Then she brought her hand up to her face and her fingers were huge. Darla wondered if she were ever going to need to wear glasses.


  Her grandmother’s hair was a brown so deep it was almost black. It was fringed with gray and her face was crisscrossed by a fine series of lines. Darla loved to touch her grandmother’s skin. Her wrinkles felt so soft and beautiful. Her hair was very soft too. It was almost like the older she got, the softer everything about her became. Her smile was softer and so was her laughter.


  Speaking of laughter, her grandmother laughed all the time. Darla asked her if things were funnier when you got older, because she laughed so much. Of course, Grandma had laughed, telling Darla that the world did seem pretty funny at times. Darla had to agree, although she thought the world was also pretty stupid at times.


  Darla carefully and quietly walked up to her grandmother’s bedside and stood very still listening to rhythmic rising and falling of her breath. Then she remembered and looked down at her grandmother’s legs. They were both there, thankfully. She just broke it, silly! It didn’t fall off!


  Her grandmother’s right leg appeared to be slightly larger than her left, like something was wrapped around it. Darla wondered what that could be, but she didn’t dare disturb the blankets to find out. She reached down and very tentatively, very sweetly touched her grandmother’s arm, which was bare up to the spot where the sleeve of her housecoat ended. It was just as soft as Darla remembered. Grandma really did have the greatest wrinkles and she felt so warm and full of life.


  Darla felt her grandmother stir. She looked up from her arm and sought out her face. Her grandmother’s eyes were open and they sparkled with recognition. She was smiling.


  “Darla, you’ve come! Oh my dear, I’m so sorry I couldn’t come and visit, but look here. You’ve come to visit me instead!”


  “Oh Grandma!” Darla said, bursting into tears. She reached over and gave her grandmother a huge hug, sobbing uncontrollably. Her grandmother took her in her arms or at least as much as she could given her limited mobility. She stroked Darla’s hair and whispered to her that everything was okay, that she was okay, and how happy she was to see her.


  “I see someone found you,” her mother said from the doorway. She was feigning disapproval, but she was also partly smiling. Darla turned and looked at her mother, wiping away her tears.


  “Hello, Anne,” her Grandmother said simply. “Thanks for coming.”


  Wiping her eyes, Darla exclaimed, “Look Mom, she’s okay, she’s okay!” Then Darla turned back to her grandmother, looked up into her eyes. “Wait until you see how much stuff I brought to make you feel better, Grandma!”


  Her grandmother looked down at her smiling. “Why Darla, the only thing I need to feel better is right next to me!”


  Darla looked puzzled for a minute and looked around the bed. Then she turned to her grandmother, who was looking right into her eyes. Then it dawned on her.


  “You mean me?”


  “Of course I mean you!” Her grandmother grabbed Darla by the cheeks and kissed her on the forehead.


  


  Darla and her grandmother sat in her small living room.


  She and her mother had been at Grandma’s house for three days now. They were due to leave tomorrow.


  Grandma had made good progress since their arrival. She had been able to get up and move around, slowly of course, with the aid of a pair of wooden crutches that Darla thought were the neatest things she had ever seen. Her grandmother had let her try them out, but she was much too short to use them. Watching Darla attempt it had made her grandmother laugh, so it had been worth it.


  Her mother had worked with Grandma every day to help her get up and move, which the doctor said was the best possible thing for her. Darla had been a little startled by the amount of attention her mother was giving to her grandmother. It was very out of character for her, to say the least. Maybe Darla didn’t understand everything there was to know about her mother after all?


  Darla wondered what she would do if she was in her mother’s position. She immediately knew the answer. She would do whatever it took to make sure that her mother was properly taken care of. Why would she do it? Was it love? Did she love her mother? Her mother had never treated her very nicely. Also, she went out and partied too much. Even at five Darla knew that. It was self evident. But how would she feel if her mother died? The thought immediately gave her a pang. A small bubble of panic formed deep in her gut. So it would bother her. Well, maybe she would do it because of that feeling.


  Grandma joined Darla downstairs this morning. She was getting really good with the crutches. Darla forced herself to stay calm while she watched her grandmother maneuvering down the step. When she made it to the bottom, Darla clapped. Her grandmother smiled and made her way slowly over to the couch.


  It was a beautiful morning. The sunlight filtered through the leaves on the trees in the front yard and made beautiful patterns of green light on the faded blue area rug.


  Darla and her grandmother sat quietly for a few minutes and then Darla said, “Grandma, Mom said we have to leave tomorrow, but I don’t want to go.”


  Her grandmother leaned forward and put her hand on Darla’s cheek. She smiled. “That’s okay, Darla. Life goes on. You and your mother have to get back to yours.”


  Darla frowned and muttered half audibly, “It’s not much of a life these days…”


  Her grandmother lifted her chin up and looked into her eyes.


  “Hey there, things will get better, honey. I know they will. Even your mother seems to be doing better.” She paused and her face darkened slightly. “Although things might get worse before they truly get better.”


  Darla frowned. “Grandma, she’s better here, taking care of you, but it won’t last. By the time we get home, she’ll be back to her old ways, I know it.”


  “Well, that may be so, dear. We have to crawl before we can walk. Two steps forward and one step back.” Then she laughed softly. “Darla, I’m just full of platitudes this morning, aren’t I?”


  “What’s a platitude, Grandma?”


  “Oh, never mind. Just dumb things that grownups say. And today it seems I’m full of ‘em.”


  They were silent for a while and then Grandma said, “Your mother told me about the run in you had with your uncle.”


  Darla looked straight at her grandmother and said seriously, “I kind of lost my temper, Grandma. I hope I didn’t really hurt Uncle Murray. I know that he’s your son and all.”


  “Darla, that boy of mine needed a good thrashing. But something tells me we don’t know the whole story yet. There are just too many things that don’t make sense about your losing your job at the theater so suddenly. I was talking to your mother about it last night. That said, I do think Murray did not handle things well. He should have gone down to the Aurora himself. He never did that and it was negligent of him.


  “Yes, you did lose your temper Darla, and I want to tell you a few things that have taken me all my life to learn.” She paused, gathering her thoughts.


  “What are they, Grandma?”


  “Darla, you are very smart and I want you think about this. I’m not criticizing what you did. You are only five and still a primal force of nature. But as you grow up, you will need to learn to restrain yourself.


  “The first lesson is: violence is the last refuge of the incompetent. I read that someplace and it’s a fact. There is always a non-violent way to accomplish your goals. Violence burns too many bridges. And once you start down that road, it just escalates. It’s a lose-lose proposition. A one-way street.”


  Darla nodded, trying hard to understand.


  “The next lesson Darla, and it relates to the first, is that honey tastes better than vinegar. This means it pays to use kinder methods to get what you want rather than resorting to the bad stuff. And yes,” she smiled wryly at Darla, “strangling your uncle would fall into the vinegar category.”


  Darla bit her lip and turned a little red at this, but she knew it was true. She nodded again.


  Her grandmother continued, “The last lesson is the one you may have the hardest time understanding. It is this: No good deed goes unpunished. This is very hard to come to terms with, especially for me. What it means is that every deed that we do, even the good ones, have consequences. We have to take responsibility for the good things and the bad things too. Your mother thought giving Murray the job of being your agent was a good deed, that she was being a good sister. But that decision had consequences, not all of them good. That does not mean we should not do good deeds. That would be silly. But it does mean we need to be aware that all of our actions have consequences. It is vitally important we take responsibility for what we do in this life. That is what it means to be truly human. Do you understand, dear?”


  Darla looked into her grandmother’s eyes and nodded slowly. She knew she had just been given a lot to think about.


  “I love you, Grandma,” she said truthfully.


  Her grandmother reeled her in for a big hug. “I love you too, Darla Darling.”


  


  Darla and her mother left in the middle of the next day.


  Grandma made her way out onto the porch to see them off.


  The doctor had come back early in the morning to examine her and explained that the fracture was a hairline one and should heal quickly. The bruising was already starting to fade.


  Before they left, her grandmother gathered the two of them in for a big hug, against the mild protests of her mother, who thought that “those kind” of displays of affection were silly. When she let them go, Darla saw that there were tears in her grandmother’s eyes.


  She was either truly grateful they had come or sad because she knew something Darla and her mother didn’t.


  After some thought, Darla figured it was probably both.
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  Red


  Mabel and Darla walked into town early on Friday morning.


  Mabel had decided earlier in the week that today would be the best day to bring Darla in to visit the store. Her work load should be light and there would be plenty of time to spend with her sister, that is unless something unexpected came up. This was possible but unlikely. One way or the other, today would have to do. Darla had been relentlessly pestering Mabel to take her ever since Mabel had brought the subject up a few weeks back. So last week, after fending off her sister’s incessant nagging, Mabel had asked Mrs. Smith if it would be okay. She said it would be, provided Darla promised not to interfere with Mabel’s job. Mrs. Smith had actually threatened to put Darla to work if she misbehaved. Thinking about a battle of wills between Darla and Mrs. Smith made Mabel smile. Good luck to both of them!


  Most mornings Mabel walked to work. There was a bus, but it was generally more of a bother than it was worth. The stop was several blocks in the wrong direction and the service was spotty at best. Besides, it was Mabel’s only real physical effort during her workday and she treasured the exercise. Drawing could be exhausting, but it was a different kind of exhaustion. Nothing started the day like a good walk.


  Darla was generally an early riser, so it had been fairly easy to get her ready to go. She was wearing a simple set of play clothes today, which for Darla, meant shorts and a top.


  Darla’s hard-to-tame, wispy, red hair looked dull in the early morning light. The sun had not yet properly risen and there was a cover of clouds—not unusual for a southern California. The clouds would burn off later, as they almost always did.


  “Hey Mabel, what do you do again exactly?”


  “I make the signs the store uses to advertise prices, Darla,” Mabel said patiently. She arched her eyebrows. “Haven’t I mentioned that before?” At least ten times.


  Darla looked up at her and frowned. “Oh, yeah, I forgot. I guess I didn’t realize anyone made those, but I guess somebody’s gotta do it, right?”


  “Someone has to, and yes, that would be me,” said Mabel. “At least for Smith’s grocery store.”


  “Do you paint them—the signs, like with real paints?”


  “I do. Sometimes I use paint, sometimes I use inks. It depends on what the sign is for and where it’s going to go.”


  Darla looked confused. “Where it’s going to go? What does that have to do with it?”


  “Well, some parts of the store are quite messy, like the vegetable section. If I put a sign up there made with water-based paint, it could get wet and run. I use indelible India ink for signs in spots like that.


  “Now, Darla, do we need to go over proper behavior inside the store again?”


  “In…deblible?”


  “In-del-i-ble. It means ‘permanent’,” Mabel explained patiently. “Don’t try and change the subject. Proper behavior? Do we need to discuss it?”


  Darla huffed. “No, not again! ‘Keep your hands to yourself. Don’t touch stuff and don’t break anything,’ right?”


  “That’s pretty much it, Darla.” Mabel said, somewhat mollified.


  “Yeah, it’s not like I haven’t heard those rules about a hundred thousand million times.”


  Darla began to skip alongside Mabel, but slowly, so as not to get too far ahead.


  Mabel sighed inwardly. Darla was certainly a handful at times. She was smart, clever and precocious. She could be devious and rowdy, but she was, on the whole, a good girl. Mabel was convinced of it. She had seen signs of Darla learning to care for others, learning to tolerate others. All the signs of slow maturity. Yes, she was still very young, but the changes were there nonetheless.


  In Mabel’s opinion, people like Darla, people who had natural gifts, had a responsibility to use those gifts for good, for the betterment of others. Mabel wondered if she herself was also in that category. She certainly didn’t feel special, smart, or clever. She knew she could do some things others couldn’t, but there were many areas where she knew herself to be deficient. She really wanted to improve her knowledge and accomplishments, but there was only so much she could do without proper instruction. She badly wanted to complete her education. Mabel thought for a moment about the application she had sent off last month. She still hadn’t heard anything. She really had no idea how long these things took.


  Mabel looked at her watch. It was a few minutes past eight in the morning. The store didn’t open until ten, so there should be plenty of time to prepare for the day, to meet with Mr. and Mrs. Smith and, hopefully, to look after Timothy for a bit—if he decided to show up. She really hoped he would come by today. She had prepared a small sack of food items from the house to give him. It should last him through the weekend.


  Mabel felt like it was her individual duty to do what she could to make Timothy’s miserable life a little better. She had been appalled by his condition. It was shameful his father let him leave the house in such a state. Mabel also strongly suspected that he was being beaten at home. What else could explain those bruises? Besides, meeting Timothy would be good for Darla. She could see what life was like for someone less advantaged. And Timothy might appreciate the company of a civilized little girl. That was, if he showed up at all.


  


  Mabel and Darla arrived at the front door of the shop. Naturally, it was still locked at this hour. Mabel turned to walk to the side door, to which she had been given a key. The Smith’s gave it to her on her first day, knowing Mabel would be doing a great deal of her work in the early morning before the store opened or later in the evening after it was closed. Mabel was no longer shocked by the trust the Smith’s were showing her. It was just their nature.


  Before Mabel and Darla had moved more than a step, Mabel saw someone inside walking towards them. It was Mrs. Smith. She was waving her hands excitedly. On some days, Mr. and Mrs. Smith arrived quite early in order to prepare for the store opening. This must be one of those days.


  Mrs. Smith opened the front door, unlatching it from the inside. She held it open long enough for Mabel and Darla to pass, and then she quickly shut and locked it again.


  Mrs. Smith boomed, “Why, good morning, Mabel! And who do we have here? Good morning to you, Miss Darla Darling!”


  “Well hello, Henrietta. Good morning,” Mabel said. She had been asked by both Mr. and Mrs. Smith to use their first names. It was taking her longer to get used to this than she cared to admit. It was a hard thing to change what you called someone you have known by some other name for your whole life, especially your elders.


  “Darla, do you remember Mrs. Smith?” Mabel asked, looking down at her sister.


  “Hi, Mrs. Smith,” Darla said. She rolled her eyes at Mabel. “I’ve been in here a million times, Sis. Of course I remember everyone!”


  “A million times?” Mabel said, putting a hand on her hip. “Do you think you might be exaggerating just a little bit, Darla?”


  Darla looked honestly perplexed. “Me? Exaggerate? I have never exaggerated in my entire life!”


  Mrs. Smith chuckled and Mabel shook her head in disbelief.


  “Well, I’m sure you haven’t, Darla,” Mrs. Smith said, smiling. She winked at Mabel. “Mabel, why don’t you take Darla into the back and give her some work to do.”


  Mabel smiled. “I might, Henrietta. I just might at that.”


  Darla’s eyes opened wide. “Hey! Do you mean I can earn some money today? Is that true? Oh, pretty please, Mabel? Can I?”


  Mabel turned to Mrs. Smith. “Well, that’s not up to me, Darla. I only work here. You would have to talk to the boss,” she smile, looking at Mrs. Smith.


  Darla looked up at Mrs. Smith and said “Oh, please, can I, Mrs. Smith? I am a good worker! I can help out. Why, I can do all kinds of stuff, just you wait and see!” She paused and grimaced. “Just no sweeping. Anything but that. I really hate sweeping.”


  Mrs. Smith’s turned mock serious. She considered. “Hmmm. That is an interesting proposition. I’ll tell you what, Darla. Let me think it over and we can discuss it further later, okay?” She turned to Mabel. “After you get Darla settled, can you come to Hugo’s office? We need to go over the weekend sales and come up with a suitable strategy.”


  “Absolutely, Henrietta. I will be right with you.” Mabel turned and put a hand on Darla’s shoulder. “Come with me, Darla. My work area is right back here.”


  Mabel led Darla through a doorway at the back of the store proper. They wound their way through a maze of small hallways.


  Mabel opened the door to the store room. “This is my studio, Darla. What do you think?”


  Darla walked in and looked around, taking in the entire room. Then she noticed the makeshift table where Mabel’s art supplies were arrayed and her eyes went wide. Mabel was pretty sure Darla had never seen so many art supplies in one place before. Mabel had a feeling her work area might delight her. Darla was a budding artist and had her own small supply of materials. Mabel’s collection here was much larger, as it needed to be for professional work.


  “Wow! This place is amazing, Sis! I love it! Do you get to use these all day?” Darla asked, standing with her nose just looking over the top of the table. “Is this your table?”


  “It is. This is where I work. Do you want me to show you some of the signs I’ve made?”


  “Sure!” Darla exclaimed, nodding her head vigorously. “Wow, what a great job this is. I hope that I can do this job someday. Well, that is if I can’t find any acting jobs,” she said mournfully, her face falling.


  “Nonsense!” Mabel said. “You are only five, Darla. You will find acting work again, I’m sure of it! None of that talk now. Here, take a look at these.”


  Mabel picked up a small stack of her old signs. She never threw any of her old work out. She had noticed that she needed the same signs over and over again, or ones very much like them. Saving the old signs allowed her to keep her best designs for reuse.


  Darla climbed up on a nearby wooden chair. It was stained with paint and quite old. “You can stand on it. It’s okay,” Mabel reassured her. Darla stood on the chair, almost matching Mabel’s height. Mabel put the signs on the table and began to flip through them.


  “These signs are great, Sis. You are a great sign painter! What does this one say?”


  Mabel read through several of them and then glanced at the clock on the wall. “Oh dear, it’s getting late. Darla, stay here, I’ll be back shortly. You can keep looking through these if you’d like. I have to go talk with Mr. and Mrs. Smith for a bit. Be good, okay?”


  “Can I draw something? Is that okay?” Darla asked hopefully.


  “Yes, you can. There is some paper over there. Please use the pencils only, though, okay? I can show you how to use the other supplies later, after I get back. Understood?”


  Darla looked right into Mabel’s eyes and saluted her. “Aye, aye. Understood, captain!”


  


  “Well then Henrietta, that settles it. I think we have the weekend planned for, don’t you?” Mr. Smith asked.


  Mrs. Smith nodded. “I think so, Hugo. You really want to leave the avocados at full price, then? Do you think they’ll all go this weekend?”


  “I do, dear. However, if they don’t, we should have some idea by tomorrow afternoon. Mabel, do we still have that “thirty percent off” sign you did last week for the nectarines?” He looked up at the ceiling, counting on his fingers.


  Mabel reassured him. “I’m sure we do, Mr. Smi—Hugo. I save everything we have room for. And remember, I did a series of signs in five percent increments. If you want to start at, say ten or twenty percent and increase it, you can do that too.”


  “Excellent planning, my dear, excellent. Why did we wait so long to hire this girl, Mrs. Smith?” He said, beaming.


  “Because, Mr. Smith, we had no idea how much we needed her!” Mrs. Smith grinned at Mabel.


  Mr. Smith looked chagrined. “Well, there is that, I suppose. I’m glad we finally came to our senses. Okay, off with the two of you! I have a bit more work to do before we open. Henrietta, where is that good-for-nothing son of ours? Could you please find him and send him to me? There is some lifting that needs doing and my back has been acting up for the past couple of days.” He paused. “On second thought, just send him to the store room. Tell him I need two crates of cherries brought to produce, thanks!” He turned and sat at his desk. Lifting some papers, he began scanning them, wholly absorbed.


  “Mabel dear, follow me. I know when we have been dismissed.”


  Mabel smiled inwardly and followed Mrs. Smith out of the room. These two did carry on at times. It seemed to Mabel they rather enjoyed having her there, if only as an audience.


  


  “Let’s go find that son of mine, shall we my dear?” Mrs. Smith said cheerfully.


  “Certainly, Henrietta. The last time I saw him, he was in the front of the store, doing some cleaning.”


  Mabel, after thinking about it practically non-stop for the past week, realized she still didn’t know exactly how to feel about Charles Smith. It was all too obvious how he felt, and that was part of the problem. He was so smitten with the very idea of women that it was quite impossible to tell if he were interested in her or if it were only a part of his basic infatuation with all of the Earth’s women. She supposed the answer could be both, and if it were, would that be so bad? She felt so confused by Charles and about men in general. What did they want? Why did they want it? Why were they so darn cute?


  The other problem Mabel had was that blasted blushing of hers. Ever since acknowledging to herself that she “liked” him, she could barely stand next to Charles without instantly turning ten shades of red. She had to work on her composure. She shook her head as she followed Mrs. Smith through the store. Men! Mabel had no time for such foolishness. She had a job to do—no, actually, she had two jobs. Besides her work at the store, she was still expected to look after Jimmy and do all of the housework.


  Mabel followed Mrs. Smith to the front of the store, and sure enough, there was Charles. He was wiping his hands on his apron. He had been cleaning the deli case, using a white cotton rag. It truly sparkled. A man who could properly clean! Mabel felt her neck getting warm again. Oh, dear God Mabel, knock it off…


  “You missed a spot, Charles!” Mrs. Smith said gleefully.


  “He did?” Mabel whispered.


  Mrs. Smith winked at her. She blinked and closed her mouth. Mabel liked a good joke as much as the next person, but she just wasn’t used to such easy, good-natured ribbing. In a sense, it was very refreshing. The Darling household was pretty sparse on that kind of thing. The mood there had been grim for some time.


  Charles turned and noticed them, his expression going from to instant joy to alarm as he registered his mother’s words.


  “What! Where?” he said defensively, looking at the mirror-like finish skeptically. Then he noticed his mother’s smile and said, “Ma, are you joshin’ me?”


  His mother smiled and put her arm on his. “I am, Charles, indeed yes! It looks wonderful! Beautiful work. Now come with us, your father needs you to bring two crates of cherries to produce. They’re in the store room.”


  Charles hadn’t heard her because was looking at Mabel.


  “Why, hello Miss Mabel, how are you this fine day? I saw you brought your little sister in today. She is such a nice little girl. I’ve seen her in here many times.”


  “Hello, Charles. Good morning to you too. Yes, Darla came to visit us today. I promised her I would bring her in. She’s been pestering me for weeks! I’m mighty grateful to your parents for saying it was okay.”


  “Charles…”


  “We are very pleased that she could be here,” Charles said, never taking his eyes from Mabel.


  “Charles…”


  “I am too, Charles. I really hope she will learn a thing or two and have some fun at the same time. I…”


  “You two!” Mrs. Smith said forcefully, putting her hands on her hips. “Really!” She shook her head in mock disapproval. “It’s a wonder that anything gets done around here with you two mooning at each other all of the time! Charles, your father needs you to move those cherries. Could you find time in your busy schedule to do that?”


  Charles broke eye contact with Mabel, chagrined. “Yes Ma, I can definitely do that. I’ll go right now.”


  “Well, you can follow us, young man. I have something back there I need to see to as well.”


  Mooning? Had they really been mooning? Mabel wasn’t sure what mooning was. Heck, she was just being polite. If that constituted mooning, then she had no idea how to avoid it. Part of her realized Mrs. Smith was teasing them both, but it still bothered her a little.


  The three of them walked, Charles leading the way. Mrs. Smith began to banter about her plans for the day. She asked Mabel if Darla had seen her sign studio yet.


  “Yes Henrietta, I showed it to her just before I came to see you and Hugo. She’s in there now. Actually, Darla is a very fine artist herself. She has so many talents. Why just…”


  Charles pushed the door to the back room open and the three of them swept in.


  Mabel gasped.


  


  Darla and Timothy looked up as the three of them entered.


  The two of them sat on top of Mabel’s work table, dark red juice on their fingers and their faces. Several boxes of cherries were overturned and a large number of pits could be seen strewn about the table and floor. To make matters worse, Darla was covered with paint! There were garish swirls on her face and clothes—blue, yellow, red, and green all mixed together. She even had paint in her hair.


  “Darla! Timothy!” Mabel exclaimed.


  “Wild Bill!” shouted Charles.


  “Oh my goodness!” screeched Mrs. Smith, her normally husky voice high and shrill.


  Timothy’s eyes instantly went wide with terror. He stood up at once and jumped off the table without a moment’s hesitation. He zigzagged through the room and made a beeline for the back door, which stood open to the back alley.


  “I’ll get you, you little rascal! Billy, you come back here this instant!” Charles shouted, sprinting for the back door.


  Billy? Mabel was having a hard time understanding what was going on at all. She had left Darla in the room quietly drawing and had come back to what…Armageddon? What on earth was happening?


  Mabel and Mrs. Smith turned to watch Charles’ pursuit of Timothy. What had Charles called him? Billy? Wild Bill? Then she remembered Charles saying something about someone named Bill recently. Surely he didn’t mean this helpless little waif, did he? Mabel had to admit the child zipping between boxes, like a champion sprinter, did not look much like a waif at the moment: far from it. She was so confused.


  Timothy blew through the open door to the alley, followed an instant later by Charles.


  Mabel turned back to the table. Darla was gone!


  “Darla Darling! Where are you? Come here this instant!” she said in her most commanding mommy voice. Nothing.


  On instinct, Mabel squatted down and looked under the table. Huddled there, trying to look as small as possible, was Darla.


  Mabel was furious! She extended her hand and inverted it, pointing at the floor directly in front of her. “Darla Darling, you come over here this instant or I will come under there after you, young lady! I said now and I mean now!” Her voice was a booming growl. She had never been this angry at Darla before.


  Darla said nothing, but started crawling out from under the table, her eyes wide with terror.


  “Um, Mabel, um, I’m, uh, sorry, I didn’t mean to…”


  “Shut up, Darla! Come over here this instant!”


  Hearing Mabel’s invective,Darla’s closed her mouth. She scrambled out from under the table and stood up in front of her sister, who was still squatting. Mabel looked Darla in the eyes.


  “Darla Darling, how dare you!” she hissed. “What on earth did you think you were doing? Is this some definition of the word ‘behaving’ that I am unfamiliar with? Well? What do you have to say for yourself, young lady?” Mabel quivered with rage.


  “Um, uh, well it was all his fault. Timothy’s fault. It was his idea,” she stammered, fingering her lower lip.


  “Timothy’s idea? What are you talking about? What does Timothy have to do with it?” Leave it to Darla to try and shift the blame to someone else.


  “His name is not Timothy.”


  Both Darla and Mabel turned. Behind them, Mrs. Smith was looking down with disapproval. Her hands were on her hips.


  “It’s not?” both Darla and Mabel said simultaneously.


  “No, it isn’t. His name is Billy. We and the other shop owners around here call him ‘Wild Bill.’” Mrs. Smith arched her eyebrows. “And, as you can see, he is aptly named…indeed!”


  Mabel felt horror and confusion surrounding her like a vortex. What was happening? How had a day with such a promising start gone so horribly wrong? She turned back to Darla. “Well, it doesn’t matter what his name is. Darla Darling, I had your word that you would behave while you were here, didn’t I?”


  Darla said nothing.


  “Well, didn’t I?” Mabel squinted, a dangerous edge creeping into her voice. She had never spoken to Darla like this before. It reminded her of other mothers she had seen disciplining their unruly children in public. At the time, Mabel had felt embarrassed for them. Now she knew how they felt. It was horrible.


  Darla’s defiant shoulders slumped and she said “Yes…I’m sorry Mabel, I really am. I don’t know why I was so naughty. I really don’t know. I’m sorry.” Her eyes began filling up with tears.


  “I will deal with you later, young lady. The person you really owe an apology to is Mrs. Smith here. And you will do so…now!” Mabel said, no room for compromise in her voice.


  Darla turned towards Mrs. Smith who was towering over her. Mrs. Smith wore such a look of disappointment that Darla immediately crumbled, tears streaming down her cheeks.


  “Oh, Mrs. Smith, I am so sorry, I really am. I don’t know what came over me. It will never happen again.” She looked down at the ground, rubbing her eyes with her hands. Her tears mixed with the paint on her face, creating a mess like none Mabel had ever seen. It would take at least an hour to clean Darla up. The nerve of this child!


  While Darla wasn’t looking, Mrs. Smith gave Mabel a sly smile and a wink.


  “Well, Darla Darling,” Mrs. Smith said, her voice giving away nothing, “I am not sure what we are going to do with you. Hmmm.” She paused for a moment, considering. Then she looked at the empty cherry boxes. “You two certainly must have been hungry, eh? That was a lot of cherries you ate. Now I wonder…who is going to pay for those? Darla, do you have any money?”


  Darla raised her head and dropped her arms to her side looking at Mrs. Smith in abject terror. She shook her head slowly.


  “No money, eh? Well…Mabel, why don’t you take Darla into the bathroom and get her cleaned up. I will think on this matter.”


  Mabel said demurely, “Yes, Henrietta, right away.”


  At that moment, Charles came in through the back door, huffing and puffing. He stopped after he got inside and closed the door, locking it. “Darn it, that kid is so fast! And he knows these streets like the back of his hand! I lost him.” He paused. “If I see him again, I’m going to call the police! I’ve had it with him.”


  On this point Mabel was really confused. “I think I may have had something to do with that. If so, I apologize. I met him a couple of days ago, out back here, behind the store. He told me his name was Timothy. I actually gave him some of my food! I thought he was a poor, motherless kid, a waif. He had bruises and everything. I thought his father was beating him.”


  Charles stood up straight and smirked. “Oh, it’s not your fault, Miss Mabel. That kid has lots of names. He’s a little con artist, is what he is. It isn’t his old man that beats him, either. He’s a tough. He fights in these back alleys with the other kids, the merchants and the police! Everyone has been fooled by his act at least once. The word around is that he comes from a good family. He has a mother and a father. He’s just a troublemaker!”


  Mabel was completely shocked by this explanation. She really couldn’t believe it. She felt embarrassed and used. She had invested real effort and feeling in her short relationship with Timothy, or Billy or whatever his real name was. She was actually about to invest even more time in getting to know him better. She felt betrayed, sad and embarrassed. She turned and looked at Mrs. Smith, who was nodding sympathetically.


  “I’m sorry, my dear, but what Charles says is true.” There was pity in her voice.


  Mabel took this in and then turned her attention back to Darla, who was standing stock still in front of her, still looking at the floor.


  “You, young lady, should have known better. You know what’s right and what’s wrong.”


  Darla reached up and took Mabel’s hand. She said nothing.


  “Well, let’s get you cleaned up,” Mabel said, leading Darla towards the sink.


  Mrs. Smith said ominously, “Don’t you worry, Darla Darling. I haven’t forgotten you. No I haven’t”


  Darla met Mabel’s eyes and swallowed hard.


  


  Darla sat on a wooden stool in the store room, next to the sink. Mabel was using an old washcloth to clean her up. Darla was still quivering and sad, or so she looked. Charles and his mother had retreated to the store proper. There was still a lot of work to do before the store opened.


  “Darla, what has gotten into you? Why are you acting like this? This level of chaos is not like you. At least it isn’t like the you I used to know. And here I was, thinking just the other day about how much you’ve grown up! It seems I was premature.”


  “I don’t know,” Darla said, “I’m sorry Mabel, I really am. I’ve been feeling really mad lately. I don’t know why.”


  “Is it Grandma, Darla? Are you worried about her? She is going to be just fine.”


  “No, it isn’t Grandma. I think, I guess, it’s just that…” Darla trailed off. Then she looked into Mabel’s eyes. “Mabel, I used to have a real job. I was doing something I loved to do. Now I have nothing. I thought that killing Uncle Murray would make it better, but I failed.”


  Mabel’s mouth dropped open. She closed it again and considered.


  “Darla, is losing your job at the Aurora still bothering you?”


  “Yes, it is. I’ve never felt so useless in my whole life.”


  “Darla, you are much too young to be useless! Your whole life is ahead of you. How can you doubt that something great will come along for you? You need to have more faith, dear.”


  Darla looked at her grimly. Then she softened and smiled. “I hope so, Sis. I really am sorry, by the way”


  Mabel finished cleaning her up. “There, that’s better. Now go and find Mrs. Smith. Ask her what you can do to make up for all the trouble you’ve caused here today.”


  Darla hesitated. Mabel narrowed her eyes.


  “Go! Do it now!”


  Darla nodded grimly and slid off the stool. She walked slowly to the door and opened it. She left without another word.


  


  Mabel hurried to finish the signs that were needed before the store opened. Darla’s shenanigans had cost her at least forty-five minutes and she really had to hustle to get everything done. She put the finishing touches on the last sign and picked the stack up gingerly. That last one was still wet and would be for another ten minutes.


  She pushed open the door and set off for the produce section. As she approached, she heard the sound of sweeping. Not Charles’ vigorous sweeping. This sweeping had a lonesome, melancholy quality to it: a distinct lack of enthusiasm. She turned and saw Darla standing in the middle of the store, a big broom in her hands. She was wearing an apron that was much too big for her. Darla turned and looked at Mabel. She was very glum.


  She mouthed to Mabel, pleading, “How much longer?”


  “I have no idea. Mrs. Smith gave you this job. She is the one that will have to fire you.”


  Darla slumped and nodded grimly. She continued sweeping.


  Mabel, shook her head, marveling. This was the longest day of her life and the store hadn’t even opened yet. She continued to the produce section and began to affix signs to the easels that were empty. As she worked, she heard footsteps behind her. She turned and saw Charles coming up the aisle with two crates of cherries in his arms. He stopped several feet away from her and put them down with a soft thump. He had rolled up his sleeves and Mabel couldn’t help noticing the taut muscles of his arms flexing as he set the boxes down. They were awfully nice arms…


  “Miss Mabel? Is everything alright?” A voice said from faraway.


  Mabel shook her head and looked at Charles, who was looking at her questioningly. Oh dear! Her eyes had lingered a little longer than she had intended—again. She really needed to get a grip.


  “Why, yes, um, Charles. I’m fine. I’m perfectly fine. I was just, uh, well, I was just thinking about Darla, that’s all,” she stammered.


  Charles stood up and walked over to stand in front of her.


  “Don’t worry too much about her, Miss Mabel. She’s a good girl. I place all of the blame on Wild Bill. He’s a bad influence, that’s all.”


  “Charles, why don’t you just call me ‘Mabel’?” She felt the color in her cheeks rising.


  He cocked his head and looked at her questioningly. “Are you sure?” Then he looked at her cheek. Had he noticed her blushing?


  “Mabel, hold still for a second.”


  “What is it?” she asked, suddenly concerned.


  He put one hand into his shirt pocket a pulled out a fresh handkerchief. Then he reached up and very delicately dabbed at something on her cheek. He pulled the handkerchief away and held it up to show her. On the pure white cloth was a small blob of red paint.


  “We can’t have that now, can we…Mabel?”


  He was speaking softly and standing very close to her.


  She looked into his blue eyes. “No, I suppose we can’t…can we?” She felt the warm blush complete its slow journey to the top of her head.


  Oh dear.
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  Pirates


  Darla was very excited. Halloween was finally here. She had made it to the end of October without being grounded again. Phew!


  She had made plans to go over to Emma’s today, sort of.


  Ever since Butch and Darla’s stolen day at the movies and their conversation about being pirates, Darla had been actively working on a solution to the central problem: how could she hang out with Butch and the gang on Halloween? Being member of Butch’s pirate crew would be so great. Darla made solving this problem one of her short-term goals. She had thought and thought. In the end, she had decided Emma was her best bet, despite some serious reservations. Take Uncle Murray’s “funeral.” Emma had been a bit too weird, even for Darla. So she had essentially cut off all communication with Emma. That was that. It wasn’t that Darla was callous, it was just that for her, out of sight was out of mind. With Darla, you were either in or you were out. She wasn’t particularly good at gray areas. Life was just simpler in black and white.


  Because Darla now considered their friendship over, she didn’t really want to use Emma in order to get to Butch’s house. Doing so might give Emma the wrong idea. She knew Emma still thought of her as a friend. But a clean break was always better. But after giving the matter much thought, Darla was stumped. There really was no other way. She knew her mother could be counted on to actually give a shit about Darla’s plans when she least expected it—or when they were the most critical to Darla. It was like she had a sixth sense. All things considered, everything pointed to Darla needing Emma again, if only as a patsy for a single day.


  The decision made, Darla sowed the appropriate seeds.


  Last Sunday, during class, she casually asked Emma what her plans were for Halloween. Emma looked at her dumbly like she had no idea what was going on, which was pretty typical for Emma. So Darla painstakingly explained the entire Halloween concept to her. Imagine not knowing about something so important. Oh well, some kids just weren’t with it. After Emma had heard the details, she was all for it, of course. One thing Emma had was enthusiasm, Darla had to give her that.


  Darla followed that conversation with another: one with her own mother. She asked if it would be okay to go to Emma’s house on Halloween. Lo and behold, Darla had barely finished speaking the words before her mother said yes. She could always be counted on to do the opposite of what you expected. Darla was glad she had played it safe though, because Emma’s mother called Darla’s mother to make sure everything was on the up and up. Emma’s parents were actually functioning parents, after all.


  So the plan was set. Darla would go over to Emma’s house early in the day, right after lunch. Halloween was on a Friday this year, so some caution would be needed to avoid getting into trouble with the bigger kids after school got out. The little kids, of which Darla grudgingly considered herself a member, should be fine until three or so. Darla would bring over the things she needed to make her costume and off the two of them would go. Ahoy Matey!


  


  Darla spent the morning of the 31st gathering a bag full of things she would need to take with her to Emma’s. Her mother had asked Darla a couple of times what she was dressing up as and Darla had been purposely evasive. She said maybe a fairy or something—maybe a queen, she hadn’t really decided yet. That was just to appease her mother. She had no intention of dressing as a fucking fairy. She was going as a bloodthirsty pirate. A goddamn buccaneer!


  Darla pieced together everything she needed to make the outfit. She had a big piece of black fabric she would use to make her scarf and a pirate mask. She had an old black shirt that didn’t fit her anymore, which would be her pirate vest once the arms were removed. Some parts of the outfit had come from her days in vaudeville. She had old striped pants and some rope to use for a belt. The clothes from last year were a bit tight, but pirates didn’t have to look perfect. They were supposed to look ragtag. She borrowed a tube of her mother’s lipstick to put drops of blood on her face. Her mother’s room was always such a pig stye, Darla didn’t think a single missing lipstick would be or could be noticed.


  Darla put everything into a bag and told her mother she was going to change at Emma’s in order to avoid ruining her costume on the walk over there. Her mother was smoking and reading a magazine. She barely listened. All was well. Ha-cha!


  Right after lunch, Darla walked to Emma’s house. It was a several blocks, but it was a nice day. It was a little cool for L.A., but that made it feel even more authentic.


  As Darla made the turn onto Emma’s street, she heard her name being called: “Daahhhwaa!” She saw a small figure shoot out of Emma’s house and run down the sidewalk towards her. Darla squinted, trying to resolve Emma’s familiar features. Only it wasn’t Emma. Whatever it was looked more like a wild animal than a human being. Darla was momentarily confused. But as soon as the figure came close enough to clearly make out, Darla sighed.


  It was Emma. She was dressed…as a kitty cat. A gigantic kitty cat.


  Damn, Darla hadn’t even considered this possibility. Of course Emma would be dressed in a ridiculously cute outfit. It was inevitable. Darla should have seen it coming. She had an urge to smack herself on the forehead for not thinking of it sooner.


  “Hey Emma. Nice outfit,” Darla said, try to sound enthusiastic.


  “Hiya Dahwa! Don’t you jutht wuv it? My mommy made it for me. Ithn’t it jutht gweat?”


  Then Emma started to make cute, cuddly kitten noises. “Meow, meow.”


  She pranced up to Darla and rubbed her face on Darla’s shoulder. “Meow…”


  Oh shit. Darla stood stock still, not knowing what to do.


  “Um, hey—Emma, let’s go inside so I can get my costume on too, okay? That’s a, um, a good kitty…” Darla said nervously, looking around to see if anyone else could see them. Oh my fucking God, this was so embarrassing! Darla felt like her plan might already be falling apart.


  Alright, first things first. Darla had to get her own outfit together. No time to obsess over Emma. That would have to wait. There would be plenty of time to obsess later.


  Emma lead Darla inside. It was a nice ranch house, very simple and beautifully decorated—if you liked terminal cuteness. It was horrible and cheerful. Darla would have gone mad here in ten seconds flat. Yes, her own mother was a flake, but at least she didn’t go in for pink and purple crap everywhere. There were even little white doilies on all of the tables. Bleecch!


  Emma was in front of her, still making cute kitty noises. Darla was starting to get scared.


  Emma led Darla down the hall to a door on the right. Darla looked into the room and her worst fears were confirmed. It was the room of a typical five-year-old girl. Every single thing in the room was some God-awful shade of pink. The rug was pink, the bed was pink. The curtains were pink. Every fucking thing was pink. Dear God almighty! There was a small table in the center of the room: yes, pink—and the chairs too.


  Darla sat down on a pink chair and began to unpack her bag. The pile of black cloth that tumbled out looked terribly sinister against the pink clouds and ponies.


  “Do you have a pair of scissors, Emma?”


  Emma nodded enthusiastically. “Thure, Dahwa. Hode on a thecond.” She went over to a little pink night table next to her pink bed and opened the top drawer. She fished around inside for a second and then triumphantly held up a pair of pink scissors. She smiled and handed them to Darla, who gratefully accepted them. They might be pink, but they would do for Darla’s needs. She spent the next ten minutes or so carefully crafting her costume. As she worked, Emma constantly asked questions which Darla tried to answer as best she could.


  


  Darla stood in front of Emma’s floor length mirror and marveled. She looked great. She reached up tied the blood red scarf (another vaudeville leftover) to her head. The black strip hiding her eyes looked particularly menacing. Her striped pants, tied with a frayed piece of rope, completed the outfit. She walked closer to the mirror and used her mother’s lipstick to add a hideous scar running down the left side of her face. It was like icing on a cake. She stepped back and couldn’t help giggling. She was the Pirate Queen. I am to be feared!


  Darla, seeing herself in full costume once again, suddenly felt a deep pang of loss. She considered for a moment her fall from grace. Instead of proudly strutting on the great stage, here she was in a pink bedroom with a three-foot-tall kitty cat. Oh, the ignominy! Her spirits flagged.


  Then a new thought intruded. You know what? Fuck it! Today Darla was captain of her own ship. She would be a pirate and be proud. No capitulating to past defeats today, dammit. Today she would be in control of her own fate. She would be…


  “Dahwa! You wook tho cute! You wewee do!” Emma squealed, clapping her paws together.


  Darla frowned.


  Emma started purring.


  


  Darla sighed as she walked next to Emma down the sidewalk. Why hadn’t she thought ahead? She hadn’t bothered to consider what would happen after she got to Emma’s house, after she got dressed, after she left to hang out with Butch and the gang. She wouldn’t be there alone. No, she would be there—with Emma. Shit! How could she have been so stupid. Darla had only seen Emma as a way to get out of the house without raising suspicions. Emma was a nice kid, a sweet little girl and all, but she wasn’t anyone Darla wanted to hang out with anymore. She was just too darn weird.


  Darla racked her brain. There really was no way to ditch Emma reasonably. She sure wasn’t going to let Darla out of her sight for more than a second, oh no. Shit. Darla was instantly crushed by the realization that she would be spending her entire afternoon with a giant kitty cat. She had so been looking forward to this day. Was Halloween ruined?


  Darla made up her mind to make the best of it. Emma was manageable. She was a simple girl and should be easy to keep tabs on. Darla would treat it like taking care of Jimmy, not that she ever really did that. But she saw Mabel do it everyday, right? He wasn’t so bad. Sometimes he even made Darla laugh. Okay, this won’t suck, it won’t. It’ll be fine.


  “Dahwa, are we going to have thum fun? When are we gonna get there, Dahwa? How long ith it going to take? Whoth houth are we going to again Dahwa?”


  Emma had asked twenty variations on these questions at least ten times in the last three minutes. Darla patiently explained that they were going to Butch’s house, that he lived across town and that it would take them about a half hour to walk there. She had said this a number of different ways, hoping maybe one of them would stick. Miraculously, Emma got distracted by a passing car and temporarily closed her mouth.


  They kept walking. There were other kids out now, as it had to be nearly two o’clock by Darla’s reckoning. These were smaller, younger kids, walking with their parents, who needed to be home before dinner. Actually, Darla and Emma needed to be home before dinner too. There was no way around that, or there would be hell to pay. They were due to arrive at Butch’s house around 2:30. They would be in his neighborhood for a couple of hours. Butch had to be back at his house by five o’clock and Darla had told Emma’s mother they would be back by 5:30.


  They made good time as they walked. Emma was still occasionally making spontaneous kitty noises, but at least she had stopped asking Darla to scratch her behind the ears. Thank God for the little things!


  Eventually they turned onto to Butch’s street. Darla half expected the gang to be out on the road playing stickball as usual, but she realized they were probably getting ready to go out, getting into their costumes. There were other kids around, kids that Darla didn’t know. But she wasn’t too worried. Most of the kids on the block were okay. There were a few bad apples, but Darla didn’t see any of those kids out at the moment. Most of them were older and wouldn’t go outside until it was dark. It would be very uncool to be seen at the same time as the little kids, of course. All the better for Darla and her gang. They would have the whole neighborhood to themselves for a while.


  Darla led Emma to Butch’s front door and rang the door bell. There was a brief silence, followed by the pounding of high heels.


  The door opened and Butch’s mom looked outside. “Darla! Hi there. It’s so nice to see you! I almost didn’t recognize you. Who is this cute little kitty cat you have with you?” She knelt down so she could get a better look at the two of them.


  “Hi Mrs. Williams, this is Emma. She’s a friend of mine,” Darla said, not too convincingly.


  “Really! Well isn’t she just the cutest little kitty cat!” Mrs. Williams reached out and scratched Emma behind the ears. This started Emma meowing and purring all over again. Oh dear God, when will it end?


  Eventually she invited the two of them into the living room to wait for Butch. Then she brought out some milk and cookies for them. They were allowed to have as many as they wanted. Mrs. Williams was Darla’s dream mom and always would be.


  A few minutes later there was a thundering of shoes on the stairs and Butch came down from his room dressed like a glorious pirate king. He looked ridiculously dashing, like he just stepped out of a movie. In fact, he looked exactly like Douglas Fairbanks on a movie poster Darla had seen recently. Darla clapped and Emma was all “Ooooh!” and “Aaaah!” This bothered Darla, but she wasn’t exactly sure why.


  Darla introduced Emma to Butch and he complimented them both on their costumes. What an actor he was. No one could actually like Emma’s costume, could they? Pleasantries out of the way, the three of them went outside. Butch’s mom gave them each a cookie for the road. What a lady she was.


  Once they got outside, Butch said quietly, “Darla, we gotta go get Shorty and the rest of the gang, okay?”


  “Of course. We were expecting that, silly!”


  The fact that Emma was tagging along didn’t seem to bother him at all. It was going to be alright. Oh good! Darla felt herself relax for the first time since she left Emma’s house.


  The three of them walked down the street and stopped at several houses. Butch went up to the door by himself and waited for each gang member to come outside. Darla and Emma waited on the sidewalk to avoid getting caught up in endless introductions and invitations to come inside. They had hell to raise and there really wasn’t that much time. They would probably only have a good solid hour once everyone was rounded up.


  Shorty came equipped for the actual mischief. He had a big bag with him, full of toilet paper rolls. There were so many. He must have been stashing them away all year. Toilet paper was to be the primary weapon. Papering the neighborhood trees was a great way to have some fun and maybe even get yelled at.


  Butch rounded up all the regulars. There were seven of them, five boys and two girls. All the boys had on a variation of the pirate costume Butch was wearing. The whole group looked like they had just come ashore from the same pirate ship, all except for Emma, who seemed completely unfazed by the fact that she was the only one dressed as an adorable animal. Darla was a little embarrassed by this, but so far no one in the group had mentioned it. Weird! Emma did get some queer looks when she started licking her paws. Darla diligently tried to keep her distracted by pointing out cars, houses, and trees. This was mostly working. She kept her fingers crossed. So far, so good.


  The group immediately set off for their first destination: the house of a cranky old man that lived about two blocks from Butch. He had caused the gang some headaches in the past. He had kept a couple of stickballs which had found their way into his yard. He was generally mean to the gang for no real reason.


  Darla explained, “This is a bad man, Emma, who has been mean to Butch and the gang. We are going to give him what he deserves.” Emma nodded thoughtfully.


  In order to paper the old man’s trees, they would need to get into his backyard unseen and unnoticed. They accomplished this by taking a short cut via a small lane between two other houses. This allowed them to assault the backyard from behind his house. Butch was pretty confident the plan would work. He had scouted the area earlier in the day, knowing they would be there later. They had to be careful since they wouldn’t have the cover of darkness to keep them hidden.


  So the gang surreptitiously crept up the lane and quietly slipped through a gap in the fence which lead directly into the old man’s backyard. Shorty unpacked the toilet paper and gave each one of them a roll. Darla went up to the first tree she saw and threw the roll high into the air, snagging it on a lower branch. The main bulk of it fell back to earth, leaving a big, white loop stuck in the tree. She raced to pick it up, then gave it another arching throw over another branch. This is fun! All of the other kids started to do the same. A frenzy overtook the gang as they concentrated on the task at hand. It was totally quiet except for the repeated thudding of the toilet paper rolls as they hit the ground.


  As she ran, following her ever-shrinking toilet paper roll around the base of the tree, a far-away feeling of disquiet nagged at Darla. Something wasn’t quite right. She was forgetting something. Breathing heavily from her efforts, Darla stopped for a second. Then she had it: Emma!


  Darla scanned the area the gang was operating in. Nothing: no Emma. What? Where?


  Then she saw Shorty directly in front of her. His mouth was wide open and he wore a look of total shock. He pointed behind Darla, towards the house.


  Puzzled, Darla turned to see what Shorty was looking at. Was the old man there? Were they busted? That would be bad.


  But It was worse, far worse. Worse than worst.


  Standing about ten feet from the house was Emma. She had dropped her roll of toilet paper on the ground and had something else in her hand.


  It was round.


  It was hard.


  It was…a rock.


  A big rock. The kind of rock that you throw…through a window.


  Darla gulped.


  Oh dear God, NO!


  Darla attempted to get those very words out of her suddenly bone-dry mouth to no avail.


  Emma wound up and threw. Time slowed. Darla saw the beautiful parabolic arc the stone made as it cut through the air like, well, like a rock. In her mind, she projected the path of the arc and where it would wind up. There was no doubt.


  The world took a breath. There was an explosive tinkling crash, and finally nothing: total silence.


  Exactly six seconds later, all hell broke loose.


  


  Darla was frozen, frozen in time. She had become omniscient. She could see the future.


  Darla and the gang were going to spend the rest of their lives in jail. And she couldn’t even move. She stood frozen with her mouth still shaped like the letter O. The letter O that comes at the end of the word NOOO! But it was no use. No sound had ever come out of Darla’s mouth at all.


  Pieces of glass were still trickling down the side of the house from the broken window.


  Oddly, Emma had turned around and was sauntering towards Darla wearing a huge grin. She looked, for all the world, like the goddamn Cheshire Cat, calmly walking away from a scene of total mayhem. Then Emma stopped to pick up her previously discarded roll of toilet paper.


  Darla was gobsmacked. Did Emma hate the idea of littering? Incongruous…ironic…unbelievable!


  Everything was happening in slow motion. Darla heard the grunts and panicked sounds of the gang behind her. Even now they would be turning to race from the backyard. This was big trouble. How was Darla ever going to live it down? Of course, the gang would ban her permanently. That was a given. She, Darla, was responsible for this utter disaster. She was culpable and guilty as charged. Emma was her friend, after all. She had brought Emma into their presence, this viper among them. Darla had been the one, the only one, charged with keeping an eye on the girl. Shit! How hard was it to keep an eye on one fucking, five-year-old?


  Darla wanted to weep, but there was no time. The external world was catching up to her. The sounds around her were speeding up, catching up, relentlessly, inexorably with real time. The very real time that Darla lived in—or died in.


  Here it comes: Woooooooossshhh!


  


  The sound of several (hundred?) very large dogs started barking from inside the house. This cacophony was immediately followed by a very human shout and the rapid pounding of footsteps. A window on the upper floor of the house flew open. In one fluid motion, a balding head, fringed with gray hair, stuck itself through the gap. The head did a search-and-destroy scan of the ground below, like an intractable H. G. Wells death beam. This only took seconds and then the eyes of the old man suddenly locked onto Darla. Oh dear God! A frown, a huge, ugly frown, started at his bushy eyebrows and slid down to his mean mouth, which opened and let loose a virulent stream of profanity so potent that Darla was almost knocked over backwards by it.


  Then the old man pulled his head back into the house. Instantly, Darla heard explosive footsteps on some stairs. Oh yes. He was coming. He was coming to kill them all.


  Darla move! Move, godammit!


  Who was shouting at her? She swiveled her head to look, but saw no one. No one was left in the back yard except for Darla and that goddamn grinning Cheshire Cat. Emma didn’t even seem to notice what was happening.


  Then, in a flash, the back door of the house flew open and emitted two hell hounds. At least that’s what they looked like to Darla. She had never seen dogs this big and black before. There were jets of steam coming from their nostrils and they stopped at the top of the steps to look around. They quickly found Darla. Oh, they were going to kill her…to kill her, then eat her.


  Move godammit, will you please move your feet, you fucking nitwit!


  Who was saying that? She looked around one more time before realizing that it was her. Darla was shouting at herself! Her mouth was doing what the rest of her helpless body couldn’t do.


  The dogs didn’t seem to share any of Darla’s hesitation. They moved sinuously down the steps preparing to tear her, and Emma presumably, into bloody chunks.


  Darla closed her eyes and spontaneously converted to Christianity, right then and there. She started mumbling prayers to Jesus.


  Just then, a loud voice behind her broke her out of her conversion.


  “Darla, run!” Butch shouted.


  He came tearing past her, running full speed towards the dogs, a roll of toilet paper in one hand and his small wooden sword in the other.


  The Pirate King! Salvation! Darla almost swooned at the sight of him. He immediately veered in front of her, trying to get the attention of the dogs who, for the moment, only had eyes for Darla. She turned, her body now finally obeying her. Before she stepped on the gas, a strange compulsion seized her and she reached back and grabbed for Emma’s arm.


  “Ith he gonna hurt the doggies?” Emma said, concerned, looking at Butch run past her.


  “What?” Darla screamed at her. “Are you out of your fucking mind? Ruuuun!” Then she took Emma’s hand and ran for all she was worth.


  


  Darla heard a lone dog barking behind them as they ran towards the lane behind the old man’s house. Thankfully, the two dogs had been separated. Apparently, Butch had been partially successful in diverting their attention. At least they wouldn’t have to contend with both dogs at once. Thank you, Butch! Even so, Darla was horrified at the idea of facing down even one of these huge dogs. She gulped.


  So they ran, Darla in the lead, Emma a step behind her. Darla turned down a lane, running as fast as she could. But she quickly got lost and had no idea where she was going. This wasn’t her neighborhood, after all. She hoped it might be possible to lose the fierce beast, which she could hear running and growling a short distance behind them.


  Darla made a quick right into a neighbor’s yard and followed a small path that led into another side yard. Then she turned and ran along a garage making a left into a narrow alley. She was really running blindly at this point, hoping against hope she could lose their pursuer by making as many unexpected turns as possible. Darla heard Emma running close behind her.


  She made another left, her only available turn, down a very narrow alley. The alley ended at a large, black metal gate. On the other side of the gate was a broad driveway! It might be possible to trap the dog in this alley by quickly shutting the gate after she and Emma were through it. Darla reached up and grabbed the handle of the gate and gave it a sharp pull. They were gonna make it! They were free!


  The handle didn’t move.


  The gate was…locked. And the bars were spaced far too closely together to squeeze through, even for a five year old.


  All was quiet. The only sound Darla heard was her own heavy breathing and Emma’s footsteps, catching up to her.


  Darla looked up at the gate in total disbelief. She implored the cold, unforgiving steel, “Hey, I just converted to Christianity! Not fair! Not fair!” Then, behind her, Darla heard a new sound. The skittering of claws and a low growl. The hell hound! It was close. It was very close. Darla turned and her jaw dropped.


  In front of her was the most bizarre scene that Darla could have ever imagined.


  No more than ten feet away stood the hell hound. It was in a deep crouch, legs wide, its jaws slavering. Its eyes were a sickly yellow hue. It was so close, Darla thought she could smell its scorched breath.


  The dog was growling, but it wasn’t advancing.


  Why wasn’t it advancing? Because directly in front of her, between Darla and the hell hound was Emma.


  Emma was also in a deep crouch.


  But Emma was…no longer human. She, was a cat.


  Yes, Emma was dressed as a cat, but that wasn’t the essence of it. She was a fucking cat. An actual cat! She growled and spit and hissed on all fours. She moved just like a cat.


  Darla had never seen anything like it before. Here was Darla, pasted like a pale snowflake to the black iron gates of Hell itself, whining and making deals with God. Then there was Emma: defending her fucking turf! No, she wasn’t just defending. She was actually attacking!


  Emma advanced on the huge dog and made a horrible sound. It was the feral kind of sound that Darla had heard real cats make when they fought each other. It wasn’t a human sound. What?


  Then Emma leapt for the hell hound and slapped its nose with her raised paw! The sharp sound echoed in the still afternoon.


  Darla gasped, stunned by the ferociousness of the move. She had the sudden, incongruous thought that Emma might actually hurt the thing. And then, just like that…it was over. The dog stopped growling. It sniffed at the air for a moment, looking confused. Then it turned and left. Darla heard the tapping of its toenails as it trotted away.


  Completely stunned, Darla watched as Emma stood up, put one paw on her hip, and started gently licking the other.


  She was cleaning herself.


  


  Emma stood directly in front of Darla, her paws holding either side of Darla’s slack-jawed face.


  “Come on Dahwa, leth get out of here!” Emma implored. “The doggie may come back, or maybe they both will!”


  Darla looked at Emma like she was speaking in tongues. Darla was having a hard time focusing her eyes. Was she going blind? Oh dear God, I’ve been scared to actual death. Darla clutched her chest with both of her hands, trying to will her heart to beat slower. She was panting and pale and completely out of breath.


  The sounds of the defeated hell hound still reverberated around the small alley. Darla turned and looked at the locked gate. It looked down at her, mocking and implacable. She looked beyond it and saw the sights and sounds of the greater L.A. basin on a late October day. No one was moving. No one had heard the altercation. She tried to relax a little.


  Emma tugged her face back around and looked Darla straight in the eyes. “Are you okay, Dahwa? The big, bad doggie didn’t hurt you, did he?”


  Emma was deadly earnest in her concern for Darla, her mentor, her idol. Darla who had essentially folded up like a defeated house spider. Where the hell was Darla’s damn backbone—her spine? Even Mabel would have comported herself better she had.


  Darla’s legs buckled and Emma helped lower her into a sitting position.


  “Dahwa, thit down and retht for a thecond. I’ll go thee if the coatht is clear!”


  Emma lowered herself into a stealthy crouch and made her way down the alley, looking this way and that.


  Darla took a moment to take stock of the situation.


  The two of them had just escaped certain death at the slavering jaws of a huge, black dog. That much she remembered. Where had they been? Oh, that’s right. The gang had been papering the trees of one of Butch’s neighbors—a crotchety old man. Only, not everyone had been papering. Emma had decided this man was so bad that he needed to have one of his windows broken. So he had let loose the dogs of war upon them, the gang.


  Darla thought they were all going to die. But Darla had been saved. By who? Right, first by Butch, whose gallantry could hardly be believed. Oh my God! If anything happened to Butch! Her heart skipped a beat. Easy, easy. He was Butch. Nothing had happened to him. But if it did, how could it not be Darla’s fault? She was the one that had brought Emma into their midst. Emma, the stinking traitor… No, wait! That’s not right either. Emma may have caused the fracas, but she had acted selflessly, putting herself in between Darla and a horrible death. Shit! Darla was so confused.


  Darla remembered trying to explain to Emma why they were going to this particular old man’s house. She had explained it several times, not sure if Emma had registered what she was saying. Maybe Darla had made the man out to be some kind of baby killer? Had she overdone it? Maybe. Oh God, who knows. How could anyone ever know what was going on inside Emma’s skull? Does Emma even know? Maybe Emma was an automaton, like a robot without a soul. A robot with a lisp? That didn’t make any sense either.


  Emma came loping back down the alley. “The coatht ith clear, Dahwa. Leth go!”


  Darla let Emma help her up onto her unsteady feet and the two of them walked slowly to the end of the alley. Emma was leading the way, keeping her body purposefully in front of Darla’s, almost like a protective mother. A mother cat.


  Darla followed mutely.


  Emma retraced the steps that the two of them had taken back to the point where they had left the yard of the old man. They crouched stealthily and looked into the back yard, completely hidden by dense underbrush. Darla half expected to see a pile of dead, headless, child bodies being cremated. She had apocalyptic visions of the entire gang dead, their corpses mutilated, and all of it Darla’s fault. Dear God, what I have I done?


  But there were none of these things. It was oddly quiet, actually. She could see the broken window, of course. It was still broken. There was no sign of the dogs at all. It was as though they had slipped back into whatever hell maw they had sprung from. The old man could not be seen either. There were no signs of the gang at all. This worried Darla the most.


  “Pssssst!”


  Darla heard a soft sound from not far away. She turned and saw Butch and Shorty, in a low crouch, coming up silently behind them. Darla’s face immediately lit up with both relief and fear. She felt faint all of a sudden and plopped down onto her bottom, raising a small cloud of dust.


  “Butch! Shorty!” she mouthed silently. “You’re alive?”


  They crouched next to Emma and Darla, looking wary.


  “Barely…” Butch whispered. Then his face broke into a huge grin.


  What? This wasn’t making any sense. He was supposed to either be dead, or he was supposed to…what? Supposed to hate her? Darla had been horribly worried about the possibility as soon as the rock had left Emma’s hand.


  Butch smiled at Shorty. “Right, Shorty?”


  Shorty adjusted the cap on his head and nodded. “This is the greatest day of my life!” he said earnestly. He was grinning now too.


  Darla stared at them both uncomprehendingly. Wait a minute! They were both fucking ecstatic! What the hell was going on?


  Shorty continued, “Emma, you are my hero. I cannot believe how amazing you were back there. You are so cool!”


  “Damn right, Emma.” That was the coolest thing that’s ever happened to the gang! We owe you one for that,” Butch said.


  Darla’s jaw refused to move. It seemed to be stuck—open permanently. What was going on here? These guys were acting like they had just played for the stickball championship—and won!


  “Thankth fellath!” Emma said, blushing a little bit. “Thith bad man got what he detherved ahwight. Thath for sure!”


  Emma’s eyes turned into big round saucers as she looked at Butch.


  “Buthh! You ran tho fatht back there! That thord you had was tho gweat! You were…magnifithent!”


  Then the back door of the old man’s house opened slightly and they heard a series of short whistles come from inside. There was a moment of silence and then the two giant dogs appeared. They sprang fluidly up the back steps and slipped inside. The door closed with a faint bang.


  Butch said, “Come, on. That’s our cue to move to safer ground. Shorty, take the girls back to my house. I’ll gather the rest of the gang and meet you there. Now, hop to!”


  Shorty turned, but not before giving Emma a big wink. Emma blushed slightly and looked bashfully at the ground. What? What is this alternate universe that Darla was in? She was so confused.


  The trip back to Butch’s house was completely uneventful. They didn’t see any other kids at all. It was almost like their great adventure had created a vacuum in the neighborhood. More likely it was just that the older kids hadn’t come out yet and the younger ones were already back inside.


  Darla began to feel the muscles in her neck and shoulders unclench. She yawned. Shit! She was bone weary. She still felt unable to speak. When Butch’s mother opened the door, Darla leapt up and immediately hugged her helplessly, wishing with all of her heart that Mrs. Williams was her mother for real. Please, please dear God. Let her be my mother. If that’s not possible, at least let her tell me what the fuck is going on here! Butch’s mom seemed to intuitively understand Darla’s need and gave her a long, loving hug. Darla almost burst into tears. Only the little pride she had left held her back.


  The rest of the gang began to show up, one or two at a time. Butch had found everyone and miraculously, they were all okay. Butch’s mom sent everyone out to the front porch with a promise to bring out milk and cookies in a few minutes. She must have sensed something special had happened and that the gang needed time to unwind and process the events.


  


  “Man, Emma, you were truly amazing back there,” Shorty said, after drinking some milk from a glass. “Wasn’t she, Darla?”


  Darla hesitated and then nodded mutely. Damn right. Emma had been amazing. The gang hardly knew the half of it. Darla had still not said a word since they got back. She felt weird and empty inside, and she was getting mad: mad at everyone, and mad at herself most of all.


  “Yeah,” Butch said. He was munching on a cookie. “Emma, thanks for coming today. This was some amazing day, I’m tellin’ ya.


  “Hey! I didn’t get a chance to ask you, Darla. What happened when you and Emma got separated from us? I saw one of the dogs followed you two. It looked like a pretty bad situation.” Butch was grinning, truly curious. Darla looked over at him, glowering. She felt like she was about to say some terrible things. She opened her mouth to speak.


  “I’ll tell you what happened, Buthh!” Emma jumped in, cutting her off. “You would never buhweeve the way it went! I was thooper thcared. Dahwa wed uth out of the yard and then we twied to looth the doggie. We ended up on a wittle path with a big bwack gate…onwy, the gate wath wocked!” Emma’s eyes went very wide, like saucers.


  “Dahwa began to yew at the gate, wewee woudly. But onth she knew that the gate wuthnt gonna open, she turned and faithed the big doggie and thcared it yoothing her eyeth awone!” Emma brought her hands up to her cheeks and cupped them, making her eyes look like dinner plates.


  “She jutht wooked at it! I never ever thaw anything wike it! I wuth twying to act like a cat ‘an awl. You know, twying to help thcare it too. But it wath Darla that thaved us, it wewee wuth.”


  Emma looked at Darla and a huge grin split her face. She said proudly, “Dahwa ith my betht fwend. I wewee wewee wuv her.”


  Darla swallowed thickly, unable to utter a sound. That was the nicest thing anyone had ever said to her. She felt her eyes getting hot with tears.


  Emma looked down at the chocolate on her paws. She began to lick them.


  


  Darla walked back home with Emma, hand in hand. It was only 4:30. Darla was sure it had to be midnight.


  She had only said one word, and that was “Bye” as she and Emma had left the gang to head home. As soon as they turned the corner, Darla shyly took Emma’s hand and refused to let go of it. Emma was her normal babbling self and Darla waited patiently several times while Emma stopped to look at a bug or a flower. Darla answered a few questions as well, feeling like it was the least she could do after, well, after everything.


  Darla hugged Emma goodbye at the front door of Emma’s house. She had to force herself to let go.


  Darla suggested to Emma that it might not be a good idea if she told anyone else about what happened today, especially her mother or father. Emma didn’t really understand why, but she did agreed not to.


  The sun was just starting to get low in the sky when Darla made her way slowly up the street to her house. It had been a long day and she was so tired.


  Darla walked up the steps to the front porch and paused. She looked out across the neighborhood and felt like the world had turned into a weird place indeed. She felt at once intimately connected to everything and oddly separate too, like an outsider in her own body.


  Darla thought about her new best friend and smiled. Life was so strange. Emma was so strange.


  Darla returned home and went directly to her room. She was so exhausted she skipped dinner and went straight to bed.


  
    [image: Perdition]
  


  Perdition


  The Aurora Theatre - Shows every night and twice on Saturday! Dozens of acts! Dancing Girls, Dancing Bears! See Magnifico, the greatest prestidigitator of our generation!


  Mabel’s gaze wandered from the marquee back to the front doors of the “theatre.” That word made her smile. The few vaudeville houses she was familiar with didn’t dare call themselves “theaters,” never mind using the British spelling. Very cheeky of them, indeed. Then she frowned. The place really did look deserted. No one was answering her tentative taps at the doors. She could make out no movement inside the lobby.


  Mabel glanced around at the nearby buildings, trying to locate a clock. There was one right across the street which read 10:36. In the morning. Of course. It was a weekday. No one would be here yet. These were theatre people. How quickly she had forgotten. Darla wouldn’t normally report to work before five p.m. Of course the place was deserted on a weekday morning. Darn it!


  Mabel looked back at the family car which she had left parked at the curb, not twenty feet from where she was now standing. She had taken the car, telling her mother she needed to run a quick errand for the Smiths. Of course, her mother, who wasn’t feeling well—no doubt due to more of her late night antics, had whined about it. Mabel told her the Smiths would reimburse her for any gasoline she used, which quieted her a bit. Mabel made that part up to make the lie go down easier. She would use her own money to cover the expenses.


  Mabel had planned this trip immediately following the “Cherry Fiasco.” That was the name she had given to Darla’s meltdown at the grocery store. That sorry incident proved Darla was not over her firing from the theatre—far from it. Mabel had desperately hoped that a little time and distraction would allow Darla to move on. Mabel should have known better. Darla had a tendency to obsess over things, especially bad things. Mabel supposed everyone was like that to some extent. It was just that Darla’s extents were, well, more…extensive.


  Mabel recalled her conversation with Mr. Hodgeman a few weeks back. Ugh. That had not gone well at all. He hadn’t even listened to her. In fact, he had hung up on her. How rude! Theatre people were certainly a touchy, flighty bunch. After that, Mabel realized nothing involving this sad business was going to be solved over the phone. She would have to visit the place herself in order to get any sort of satisfaction. It occurred to her that Uncle Murray would probably have faced similar resistance. In the end, he had failed Darla by refusing to come down to the theatre personally. Mabel hoped she could do better for her little sister. She didn’t think it would be possible to make things worse. So here she was.


  Mabel looked at the front doors of the theatre, remembering. It felt strange to be here after so much time had passed. She used to drop Darla off here several times a week. Darla hadn’t performed every day. The Aurora rotated their acts. This kept the variety high, which supposedly led to a greater number of repeat customers or so management believed.


  Darla’s firing cast a pall over Mabel’s memory of the place. It seemed evil to her now, like the very building itself was a place of bad intents. She tried to shake it off. She knew it was just a business like any other. It was here to make money and that was that. The fact that it was her little sister who had been treated poorly didn’t make the place inherently evil. Mabel knew better, but it was a hard feeling to shake.


  She walked back to the double glass doors and peered through again, shading her eyes to get a better view. Nothing moved inside. She could just make out the red doors that led to the theatre proper. Squinting, she could see that one of the doors had been propped open. There were lights on inside the theatre itself, where the stage was. Maybe some of the crew were working? She tapped on the glass, this time a little more forcefully and waited a few seconds longer. Nothing happened.


  Then Mabel remembered the stage door. Of course! She had always dropped Darla off at the back of the building. That was where the performers came and went. That would be the spot to find someone to talk to. She walked briskly towards the back of the theatre.


  Her plan was simple. She was going to pretend to be an aspiring singer. Under the guise of trying to schedule an audition, she would try to talk to anyone she could find. She needed information. She needed to find out who made the hiring and the firing decisions at the Aurora. It was obvious from her phone call with Mr. Hodgeman that he wasn’t the one. His boss, perhaps? She needed a name.


  Mabel turned the corner and looked down the length of theatre’s rear wall. There was the stage door. No one was around. She walked up to it and prepared to knock. Then she saw the door was slightly ajar. She tentatively pulled it open. It made an ominous creaking noise. She looked inside, but it was pitch black. Here goes nothing. She stepped in, allowing the door to close behind her. For a moment, she was quite blind. As her vision slowly returned, she saw that she stood in a hallway which ran parallel to the back of the theatre. To her left, the hallway continued into the blackness. To her right, she could see it made a quick left turn, following the nearest corner of the building. Directly in front of her was a short flight of stairs that went down into darkness. Above the stairs was a sign, lit with a single, dingy red light bulb: Dressing Rooms.


  Mabel listened. She heard voices in the distance coming from her left. She walked slowly towards the sound, her eyesight gradually returning. At the end of the hall she saw a doorway which opened onto, what looked like, a large space. She could hear the echoing voices of several people inside. She shyly poked her head into the room and saw a large backstage area—a work area. She saw several men, each of whom was involved in a separate task. One man had on a pair of safety glasses and was using a large hand saw. Another was painting something which looked like a portion of a balcony. Another appeared to be looking through a gigantic stack of what must be scenery flats. These were large pieces of stretched canvas which were leaned against one wall.


  As Mabel entered the room, no one noticed her or acknowledged her in any way. All of the workers were completely engaged in their tasks. She looked around for a moment, deciding on her best course of action. The man examining the scenery seemed to be the easiest to approach.


  Mabel walked up behind him and said, “Excuse me, might I bother you for a moment?”


  “What is it, Sheila?” The man asked, testily. He turned to her, looking annoyed. He had a thick pencil behind one of his ears and an unlit cigarette tucked behind the other. When he saw Mabel, his features softened. “Hey, you’re not Sheila! I’m so sorry, Miss.” He reached up and scratched his head. “What can I do for you?”


  Mabel flushed a bit and forged ahead. “I’m here to schedule an audition. Do you know who I should talk to?”


  The man smiled. “Actually, that would be Sheila.” He swiveled his head, looking around the room. “She was here just a minute ago.” He turned towards the man with the saw. He shouted, “Tom! Hey, Tom! You seen Sheila?” The man looked up for a second, a lit cigarette in his mouth. He jerked his head behind him and immediately looked back down at his work.


  “Well, thanks then, Tom.” The man helping her rolled his eyes. “That was very informative.” He looked at Mabel, smiling. “Let’s see if we can find her, alright?”


  “If it’s not too much trouble. I’d be very grateful for any help.” It occurred to Mabel that she might be able to get some information from this fellow.


  “What’s your name? Mine’s Mabel, by the way.”


  “My name’s Fred. Nice to meet you Mabel. Let’s see if we can locate Sheila, shall we?” He started off towards a door in one of the walls.


  “How do you like working here, Fred? Do they treat you well?”


  “Oh, pretty well, Miss. The work is steady and the people are alright, for the most part. Like any other place, I expect.”


  “Fred, you wouldn’t happen to know who makes the hiring and firing decisions at the theatre, would you?” she asked hopefully.


  He stopped and gave her a funny look. “Are you worried about being fired, Mabel? You haven’t even auditioned yet!”


  She blushed and tried to think fast. “Well, it’s been my experience that knowing these things can be important, Fred. Don’t you think so?”


  He looked puzzled for a moment and rubbed his eyebrows. “Yes, I guess you’re right. Well, the hiring of acts is done by Mr. Hodgeman. He’s the manager. Sheila is his assistant.”


  They made their way through a warren of turnings and came to a door labeled “Stage,” which was propped open with a makeshift doorstop.


  Fred said, “And there she is. See her there? She is the one holding the clipboard.”


  Fred waved through the open doorway at a woman who acknowledged him with a terse nod. She was engaged in quiet conversation with another man.


  Fred turned and started walking back the way the two of them had come. Mabel turned and followed him for several seconds. “Fred, what about the firing decisions? Who makes those?”


  Fred stopped and turned to face her. He looked grim. “Oh, those… That would be Mr. Green. He owns the place. You don’t want to meet him if ya can help it, Miss. Best of luck to ya. It was nice to meet’cha.” He turned and walked away, not waiting for a reply.


  Mr. Green. Mabel made a mental note of the name.


  She started to count in her head. She had all of the information she really needed for today. Now she just needed to get back to her car. She would count to sixty and then follow Fred back to the big room. If she saw him again, she would say that she talked to Sheila and had made an appointment for another day.


  Mabel felt a tap on her shoulder. She turned. Standing in front of her was a woman of about thirty, holding a clipboard.


  “Well, then. I’m Sheila. Here for an audition?” she asked, smiling.


  “Um, uh, no—I mean, well yes. Actually, I’m just here to schedule one.”


  “What’s your name, dear?”


  “Er, it’s, uh, Mabel,” she said, feeling a little flustered. She hadn’t expected anyone to actually approach her.


  “What’s your act, Mabel?”


  “Well, I, I’m um, I’m a singer,” she stammered, trying to remember her plan.


  Sheila nodded and wrote something on the clipboard. She put a hand on Mabel’s shoulder and led her gently though the open doorway. They walked towards a brightly lit spot.


  “Do you have any music with you, Mabel?”


  Mabel gulped. “Well, uh, no I, I don’t. As I was saying, I’m really here just to make an appointment for an audition. I assumed you would have a particular day or time that I might come by and…”


  Sheila smiled. “Well, Mabel, as luck would have it, you just happened to show up on audition day. Fancy that! We had just finished, but since you’re here, we’ll be happy to hear you.”


  Uh oh. That was not the plan. Mabel wasn’t actually here to audition. Panic blossomed in her stomach and made its way to her throat.


  “Ahem, well, Sheila, you see, I’m actually kind of busy today, I wasn’t really prepared…I mean, I didn’t bring my music or anything.” Mabel was thinking furiously, suddenly feeling very nervous.


  Sheila led Mabel into the circle of light. The she looked at someone behind Mabel.


  “Mabel, this is Herbie. He’ll be your accompanist. Just tell him what you need.”


  Mabel spun around. She was standing in the middle of…of…a stage, looking out into the darkened audience. A thin trail of cigarette smoke climbed lazily from the first row of the orchestra. She could see the silhouettes of several people out there.


  Out there…


  Then it hit her. She was on stage, in front of live people, and they expected her to…sing. Now? To sing, right now, in front of real people?


  With this realization, Mabel was instantly hit by a wave of absolute terror like nothing she had ever experienced in her entire life. The feeling was total. Her mouth turned into Death Valley itself. Her tongue became the driest cotton. The panic in her stomach escalated into an ache of fear so profound that it took her breath away completely. She felt like she might fall over. She could feel her hands and legs actually shaking.


  Through her terror, Mabel dimly sensed a hand on her shoulder and she jerked around, her eyes wide with fear. Sheila was turning her towards the piano player, who was situated quite close by, no more than ten feet downstage right. This was Herbie, presumably. Herbie looked to be about twenty-five or so. He was wearing a striped shirt and suspenders.


  He waved at her. “Hello, Mabel,” he said, smiling tiredly.


  “Why, uh, uh, hello.” Mabel squeaked. She jerked her head back to Sheila “Um, Sheila, I couldn’t possibly…”


  “There there, easy does it Mabel,” Sheila said reassuringly. “We are all friends here. Please don’t fret. No need to be nervous.”


  Nervous? The horrific maelstrom of feeling Mabel was experiencing was so far beyond “nervous” that Mabel couldn’t even begin to fathom it. Nervous would be a vast improvement.


  “Everyone gets a little jittery at an audition. Just tell Herbie what you’d like to sing, okay?” Sheila was walking towards a set of stairs which would take her down into the audience. At the bottom of the steps she asked, “Oh, what’s your last name, Mabel?”


  “Dar…” Mabel started and then stopped. No! That’s no good. She couldn’t give her real name. Darla used to work here. They might recognize the name “Darling.”


  “St…Starling,” Mabel stuttered.


  Sheila gave her a funny look. “Mabel Starling?”


  “Yes, that’s right,” Mabel croaked. She tried to swallow. How could her throat possibly be this dry? Her tongue felt like rough sandpaper in her mouth.


  “Okay everyone, Mabel Starling is going to sing for us today.”


  Sheila made her way to a seat in the front row and sat down.


  Mabel looked out at the audience. She was all alone. This is not happening! How the heck had she ended up in this situation? It’s a nightmare! Should she just bolt for the exit?


  “Ahem,” Herbie cleared his throat. She looked at him, her face wild with panic. “What can I play for you, Mabel?” he asked softly.


  Well, she had no damn idea. Oh my God, I’m in Hell! Please help me!


  God. Wait a minute! She had been singing in church only last Sunday. They always sang the same hymns there and Mabel had memorized many of them. She quickly thought of a hymn she knew well.


  “Nearer my God to thee?” she asked, her voice frog-like. She swallowed, trying to make some saliva.


  Herbie’s mouth dropped open and the unlit cigarette dangling from his lips fell into his lap.


  “You mean…the hymn?” he asked, incredulous.


  “Don’t you know it?” she asked, hoping beyond hope she just might get out of this yet.


  He looked out into the audience and rolled his eyes to the unseen faces. Then he looked back down at his piano and began playing.


  Oh dear, he knows it.


  Mabel swallowed and bravely launched into the hymn, willing herself to sing through a fear so thick it nearly blinded her. She clenched her fists to keep her body from shaking.


  Nearer, my God, to Thee, nearer to Thee! Even though it be a cross that raiseth me, Still all my song shall be, nearer, my God, to Thee…


  She paused. There was no music. The piano had stopped. She looked over at Herbie. His eyes were closed. He was…wincing.


  Mabel turned to the audience.


  “Is that enough?” she asked, panting. Sweat had begun to trickle down her forehead.


  There was a short silence. Then she heard Sheila’s voice.


  “Yes, Mabel, that’s quite enough. That’s all we need for today. Thank you very much.”


  Mabel said, “I can leave then?”


  “Yes, thank you, that’s quite enough.”


  She walked towards the stairs. “Do you need any contact information?” she asked as an afterthought.


  “No…I don’t think that we do. Thank you for coming.”


  In total silence, Mabel carefully navigated the steps to the audience and followed the faintly lit exit signs to the main lobby. She pushed open the front door of the theatre and left.


  


  Mabel drove home, tears of embarrassment streaming down her face. The audition kept replaying over and over in her mind. It was a non-stop nightmare.


  Then it struck her like a thunderbolt. There was a name for what she had experienced back there. It was called…stage fright.


  Mabel had always thought of stage fright as a quaint idea, something that actors said to make their jobs sound harder than they really were.


  She had never been more wrong about anything in her life.
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  The Letter


  Darla found herself sitting on the edge of her bed, wide awake. She had no recollection of waking up. She had no recollection of going to bed either, which was strange.


  She looked out her bedroom window and saw a faint orange glow. It must early morning, maybe five o’clock or so.


  Darla looked down at her feet dangling above the floor. She wiggled her toes and stretched, the hem of her nightgown hanging loosely around her ankles. The gown was decorated with a regular blue print, too old and faded to be recognizable.


  She got up and padded lightly over to the door of her room and opened it. The old wood floor was cool and solid underneath her bare feet. She poked her head out into the hallway and listened. Absolute quiet. No one else was awake yet. She looked at the other doors. They were all closed.


  Darla walked down the hallway and entered the living room. It was very, very quiet, which was strange at this hour. She should have heard sounds of activity from outside. It was early, but not that early. There should be sounds of life: cars, dogs, birds.


  Darla looked down at the coffee table. There were two glasses and a large, empty bottle of some sort of booze. One of the glasses had red markings on it: lipstick. Darla could tell, because she saw the shape of the lips that had left them there. It was her mother’s lipstick, without a doubt. There was also an ashtray stuffed with cigarette butts. Her mother’s, undoubtedly. Why were there two glasses? Wasn’t one enough? Maybe her mother had been entertaining again last night. Darla knew that her mother sometimes brought people back to the house late at night. She knew about the men. Darla was pretty sure Mabel knew too, even though the two of them had never really talked about it.


  Darla walked over to the large windows and looked outside. She saw the familiar sights of her neighborhood.


  Wait. Something was not quite right. Then it hit her. Nothing was moving. She looked at a tree. It had leaves, but they were completely still. No movement at all. It was as though she were looking at a photograph. Everything was where it was supposed to be, but it was all fixed in space, frozen in time. Weird!


  Darla went to the front door of the apartment and opened it. She tiptoed down the steps to the foyer and opened the big door to the outside world. She pushed open the screen door and walked out, gently closing it behind her.


  Everything was perfectly still. It was a sacred version of the world: fixed and unchanging. Darla almost called out to see if her own voice made any sound, but she stopped. Making noise might wake everything up. She instinctively felt it would be wrong to do so.


  Darla crossed the porch and stepped lightly down the steps that led to the street. She stood in the center of the roadway and marveled. Nothing moved at all.


  Then there was a sound behind her and she turned.


  At the bottom of the front steps, perched on the round railing finial, was the largest bird Darla had ever seen. It was coal black. Amazingly, it was not frozen. It was the only thing moving in the entire world, besides Darla herself. Its heavily feathered breast rose and fell. Darla saw glowing red veins in the corners of its bright eyes. The bird was unbelievably alive.


  It swiveled it’s head to look at her. Darla wasn’t afraid. She knew instinctively that the bird wasn’t here to hurt her. It just stood looking down at her.


  Darla walked slowly towards the thing, trying not to scare it. Unsure of her intentions, the great bird began shifting and turning. It flapped its enormous wings nervously.


  Darla froze. “I won’t hurt you, bird,” she said softly, trying to reassure it. Then she carefully advanced again, until she stood on the bottom step. She was quite near the bird at this point. It continued to observe her impassively.


  “What are you doing here?” she asked. She wasn’t really sure what answer she expected in return. It was just a bird, after all.


  Then, very suddenly, moving almost too fast for her to see, the great beast’s obsidian head speared down, lunging for her left ear. It stopped less than an inch away and before Darla could react, the bird opened its horrifically sharp beak.


  It hissed, “Dahhhhr-laaahh”


  Instinctively, Darla recoiled and the huge bird leapt up, spreading its enormous wings, which became a blackness filling her entire field of vision. The world was washed away in an instant. Everything shimmered and vanished.


  


  Darla opened her eyes. She was in her bed again.Well, that was strange!


  The bird dream reminded her of another dream she had a while back, when she had fallen asleep at the photo shoot with the chicken. There were big, black birds in that dream too. Well, dreams were weird. They weren’t really supposed to make sense, were they?


  She hopped out of bed and walked down to the kitchen, pushing the door open. There was no one inside. Shouldn’t Mabel and Jimmy be in here? She glanced at the wall clock and the time was 7:15. Then Darla had a thought: was she still dreaming? She looked out the window and saw the leaves on the trees moving. Okay, this was probably real life then.


  The door from the living room opened and Mabel backed in, her arms full. She stopped when she saw Darla. “Shhh,” Mabel whispered. “Jimmy’s still sleeping. He had a rough night. I think he may be getting a tooth.”


  “Oh, I was wondering where you guys were.” Darla said softly. “I had the weirdest dream last night, Sis…”


  Then Darla noticed the stuff Mabel was carrying. In her arms were two glasses and an empty bottle. One of the glasses had red lipstick smears on the rim.


  Darla gaped. How?


  Mabel saw Darla’s face and looked embarrassed. “I guess Mom had some company over last night, she…”


  Darla said flatly, “Mabel, I know about the men she brings home.”


  Mabel’s jaw fell open. “You do? I mean, you do! Darla, I didn’t realize, I didn’t know…” Mabel moved to the sink and carefully unburdened herself, setting the glasses and bottle on the counter top. She looked sad. “Darla, I’m so sorry. I thought I was the only one that knew…” She looked defeated.


  “Mabel, I used to work in a theatre with grownups. I know what men and women do. I’m little, not stupid.”


  “I know, Darla. I’m just surprised is all. I guess I was hoping that you…” Mabel trailed off.


  “You were hoping I didn’t know that our mother is a tramp? It’s a little late for that, isn’t it, Sis? I mean, I’m here, you’re here, Jimmy’s here. None of us have the same father, at least as far as I know.”


  Mabel’s jaw dropped open again. “Darla, I…” she started and then stopped. She turned her head, listening. “Oh dear, Jimmy’s awake. We’ll talk about this later.” She hurried through the door to the hallway.


  Darla listened, baffled. She didn’t hear anything. How could Mabel possibly know Jimmy was awake?


  


  Darla put her lips together, leaving a small hole. Then she blew, attempting to pass air through this hole at various rates of speed. She did this in order to make a very particular sound, otherwise known as a whistle.


  It was early afternoon and she had been practicing since lunchtime. She was beginning to conclude that there must be some subset of the human population that just cannot fucking whistle! Shit, it was driving her insane.


  Darla sat on the top step of the front porch. It was a lovely day and the birds were singing. Actually, just as an affront to her personally, they were whistling—like pros. It was amazing how goddamn good at whistling birds were.


  After several more futile attempts, Darla heard the postman, Mr. Griffin. She could hear him a mile off. He was a really nice guy, but he spent entirely too much time whistling. She was convinced he did it just to taunt her. He was great at it, of course. He just liked to show off. He would whistle and whistle and whistle. How did he do it?


  Darla gave up and put her chin on her knees. Then she plugged up her ears with her fingers so she didn’t have to listen. She scowled and looked at the ground.


  Mr. Griffin came around the front steps and stopped as soon as he saw Darla. He looked at her fingers, her scowl, and then he stopped whistling. He tapped Darla on the top of her head with his finger. She looked up and unplugged her ears. “Hi, Mr. Griffin,” she said, glumly.


  “Darla, Darla, Darla, what am I going to do with you, eh? Have you been practicing your whistling again?” He smiled, one eyebrow raised.


  “Yes, Mr. Griffin,” she said in a flat monotone.


  “No improvement then, I take it?” he asked, sympathetically.


  “No, Mr. Griffin. I still can’t whistle,” she moaned, looking sadly at the ground.


  He reached down and lifted up her chin with his large index finger.


  “Well, Darla my dear, you keep up your practicing and I absolutely guarantee that someday you will whistle better than I do!”


  She brightened, looking into his eyes. “Really? Do you really think so?”


  “Yes, Darla I do. I can feel it in my bones. Now here is your mail. Go take it upstairs, okay? There look to be some important letters in there. No time to lose!”


  Darla stood up and took the stack of letters from Mr. Griffin and saluted him briskly. “Yes, Sir!”


  He saluted her back and shook his head, smiling.


  Darla ran to the front door and opened it with one hand. Then she bounded up the inner stairs and opened the front door of the apartment.


  “The mail’s here!” she yelled, out of breath from her sprint up the stairs.


  “I’m in the kitchen, Darla,” Mabel replied loudly.


  Darla ran into the kitchen and set the mail down on the table. “Where’s Mom? I’m thirsty!”


  “Well get some water; we are all out of milk, okay? Mom took the car and went out. She had some errands to run. Apparently, we are out of aspirin,” Mabel said, rolling her eyes. “Or perhaps they are just under her bed again.” She sat in her chair at the kitchen table, tending to Jimmy, who was in his high chair eating a biscuit.


  “Why do you need Mom?” Mabel asked.


  “No reason, it’s just that she told me to bring the mail straight to her.”


  Darla climbed onto her step stool and got a glass down from the cabinet. She filled it with water. Then she turned off the faucet and walked over to the table and stood next to it, drinking greedily.


  Mabel watched her. “That’s odd. When did she tell you that?”


  “I don’t remember,” Darla said distractedly, looking down at the pile of mail, touching each piece. She teased out a crisp brown envelope that was stuck in the middle of the pile. It was a little bigger than the others. She held it up, frowning at it.


  “Darla, please don’t play with the mail,” Mabel said, turning to attend to Jimmy.


  “This one doesn’t look like regular mail, Sis. It looks official. See?” It had a certain thickness to it, a solidity.


  Darla tapped Mabel and held the envelope up to Mabel’s nose. It was so close that Mabel had to tilt her head back to read it. Her eyes instantly popped open. She took it by the edge carefully from Darla.


  Darla could see Mabel was excited. “What’s that, Sis? Is it for you?”


  Mabel looked at Darla and her expression changed. She flushed slightly and clutched the letter to her chest with both hands. “Oh, it’s, um, nothing. Yes, it’s for me, Darla. Don’t worry. It’s not important.” Mabel tucked it under her arm.


  Darla could tell this was a lie. It was obviously important. Jimminy, if only she could read. This was getting ridiculous. It was like she was a second class citizen. She never got to find out about anything important.


  Darla looked back at the pile of mail. She saw two envelopes marked with a red stamp. She pulled them from the pile. “Mabel, what do these say?”


  Mabel looked over, but she wasn’t really paying attention. It looked like her mind was going a hundred miles-a-second. She focused on the two letters Darla held. Then her eyes popped open for a second time.


  “Past Due: Final Notice,” Mabel said flatly.


  She took both of the envelopes from Darla. Then she picked up the rest of the mail, rifling through it. She picked out another envelope. She suddenly looked sick.


  “Oh my dear God,” she said, obviously troubled.


  “What the matter, Sis?”


  “These are bills, Darla. Unpaid bills. Past due bills,” Mabel said stiffly. She was getting angry, Darla could see it.


  Mabel narrowed her eyes and looked directly at Darla.


  “Darla, Mom told you to bring the mail right to her?”


  “Yup, that’s what she said.”


  Then Mabel got up and walked briskly to the door that led to the living room. She pushed it open and Darla followed, not sure what was happening. Why was Mabel so upset? Unpaid bills? Darla wasn’t sure exactly what a bill was, but grownups really seemed to hate them.


  Mabel walked to the small desk their mother kept her papers in and rolled the top up. She tried to open a small drawer near the top of the desk. Whatever was in there was packed in tightly. Mabel had to use a letter opener to help pull the small drawer open. Jammed inside the drawer was a set of nearly identical envelopes, some marked in red, some not. The look on Mabel’s face confirmed the news was not good.


  “More unpaid bills?” Darla asked.


  Mabel looked at Darla and grimaced, swallowing hard. She nodded.


  “Yes. And quite a few of them.”


  


  Darla opened her eyes. It took her a second to realize she had just been asleep. What the heck was going on with her and waking up in the middle of the night? Sheesh! She looked over at the window and saw it was dark outside. So it was still nighttime.


  As Darla contemplated going to the kitchen to check the time, she heard a sound. She listened again, but didn’t hear anything. She laid back down on her pillow and closed her eyes.


  Wait, there it was. She heard it again. It was a soft sound, a quiet sound. The sound of someone…crying? Someone was crying. Was it her mother? That’s who it must be. Darla decided to go peek. She slipped out of bed and stepped into her little slippers. She moved as silently as she could, taking the handle of her door and turning it ever so slowly. She slipped out into the hallway as quietly as possible.


  Darla tiptoed down the hallway towards the kitchen. She pushed the kitchen door open a fraction of an inch and looked inside. It wasn’t her mother. It was Mabel. Mabel was crying, but why? Was she worried about the unpaid bills? Darla took another peek and tried to see what the situation was. She was just sitting there, crying. Something must be very fucked up. Darla couldn’t remember the last time she saw Mabel cry.


  Darla steeled herself and made a decision. She pushed the door open and walked into the kitchen, waiting for Mabel to acknowledge her—or at least scold her. But she didn’t. She was sobbing softly, looking down at something on the table. A letter? There was a letter sitting on the table. There was no envelope. Darla couldn’t tell if it was one of the bills or not. Maybe this was the letter from the other envelope: the official looking one.


  Darla was having second thoughts about intruding on her sister when suddenly Mabel said softly, without looking up, “What are you doing up?”


  “Oh, um, nothing, I was just, um…thirsty!” Darla did her best to make up something on the spot. She didn’t want to let Mabel know that her crying had woken her up.


  She went over to the counter and climbed her step stool. She opened the cabinet and retrieved a small glass. Then she turned on the cold water faucet and filled it halfway with water. Sipping, she walked over and stood next to her sister. She could see the tracks of Mabel’s tears. She had obviously been out here for a while. Darla hesitated. She felt very odd. It was almost like she felt sorry for Mabel. Mabel who was the doormat, the milksop, the obedient one. But Darla couldn’t help it. She looked so vulnerable and hopeless just sitting there weeping. Her heart went out to her sister.


  She put her hand lightly on Mabel’s shoulder. “Sis, what’s the matter? Why are you so sad?”


  Mabel looked at Darla. With her sitting and Darla standing, they were closer to the same height. Mabel seemed shocked by Darla’s show of concern. Then her face turned sad again and she began to sniffle. Tears streamed down her checks.


  Darla walked over to the counter and got a napkin from a drawer. She brought it over to Mabel and gave it to her. Darla’s kind act caused Mabel to start sobbing out loud.


  “Shhhhh…” Darla warned softly. “You’ll wake up Mom!”


  Darla quietly pulled a chair over and sat down next to Mabel. She gently patted her sister’s back, trying to comfort her. Damn! What the hell had happened? It must be pretty bad to get her this worked up.


  Mabel shook her head sadly. “She’s not here, Darla. She’s out…like always.”


  Mabel started to sniffle again. She used the napkin to dab at her swollen eyes.


  It felt very strange to be with someone who was so completely vulnerable. Darla could have hurt her feelings so easily right now. A few words would send Mabel screaming down the hallway. Part of Darla was tempted, but something made her hesitate. It surprised her to realize that she felt bad for Mabel. But what could Darla do to help her? She had no idea.


  “Sis, can you tell me what’s wrong? Is it Mom’s fault? Is it her always being out all night?”


  Mabel shook her head. “No, Darla, it’s not Mom. I can’t really tell you why. I’m sorry. It’s grownup stuff.”


  Feeling useless, Darla took Mabel’s hands with her own. Unsure what else she could do, Darla cleared her throat and began to talk to Mabel in a low voice. She talked about days that she had felt sad, about days when she had been scared, about days that her feelings had been hurt.


  Mabel stopped crying and looked into her sister’s eyes. It was working!


  Encouraged, Darla decided to shift gears. She swallowed hard. She’d been thinking about this recently.


  “Mabel, do you think things would be different if we had a real Dad?”


  It was the first time Darla had put a voice to this idea and it surprised her just how sad saying those words out loud made her feel. Her lower lip trembled slightly.


  Mabel said nothing. She just looked at Darla and nodded, her eyes tearing up. She looked so miserable that Darla’s heart immediately broke and she began to cry too. Tears streamed down her cheeks. The two of them shared this bond—this very particular pain. Their entire lives were formed around it, defined by it. What would their lives have been like—be like, with a real father?


  Darla kept talking and crying, and then Mabel would talk a bit and cry and then Darla would talk and cry some more. They continued that way for the better part of an hour. Eventually, they were both cried out and yawning profusely. Mabel suggested it was time to go to bed. She walked Darla down the hall and tucked her in. She gave Darla a sweet kiss on the forehead and turned to leave.


  “Don’t go, Mabel. Please? Will you sleep with me?”


  Mabel smiled and nodded, too exhausted to put up much resistance. She pulled Darla’s covers aside and slipped under them. She laid her hand lightly on Darla’s back.


  This felt like the old days, when Mabel would sometimes sleep with Darla; times when Darla was upset or had a hard time falling asleep.


  But not tonight. Darla was asleep in seconds and Mabel soon followed.


  


  Mabel opened her eyes. She was still in Darla’s bed. She could hear her sister’s gentle, regular breathing. Through the wall, she could hear Jimmy babbling in his crib. The twittering of birds came from outside Darla’s window.


  Morning had arrived.


  Mabel turned her head and looked at Darla sleeping next to her. Her eyes were shut and she had her thumb in her mouth. Darla only did this at night now. Mabel was not even sure if Darla knew she still sucked her thumb.


  Mabel thought about last night. It had been so sweet of Darla to share her feelings. It had been so unexpected. She had not realized Darla had so many deep emotions.


  Mabel rolled over and looked at her bathrobe, which had hung on the back of the small desk chair.


  The letter was still there in the pocket. The letter from Holy Cross College.


  Her dream had come true. She had been accepted. They had even offered her a partial scholarship. These thoughts were so melancholy to her now. She would not go. She could not, at least not now. Abandoning her family in their hour of need was completely out of the question. It was obvious to Mabel that the family’s finances were in a state of ruin. She now regretted taking their financial situation for granted for so long. The money had always been there, so she had never thought to question it. She wondered what had changed? They had been making ends meet for so many years, all without her mother ever having to work a serious full-time job. What had happened?


  Mabel now realized that her family’s financial well-being directly affected her and was something she should have understood better. Well, it looked like it was too late now. That was why she had been crying last night. She had made up her mind. She would not go to college. Instead, she would go to Smith’s Grocery store today and ask for full-time hours. At least she wouldn’t have to leave Jimmy and Darla. Mabel would have a serious conversation with her mother to work out all of the details.


  Her mother. What was to be done about her? Could things possibly continue on this way?


  Mabel reached out and moved a stray lock of Darla’s red hair, putting it back in place.


  Soon hopefully, Mabel would be able to help Darla. She had a real plan now. She had decided to seek out Mr. Green and make a pitch for his support. Darla was so talented and Mabel herself had witnessed how much she had matured over the last six months. Surely Mr. Green could be made to see it too? If both she and Darla had better jobs, the family finances would be bound to improve.


  Mabel extracted herself from the covers, being careful not to wake up her little sister.


  She stood, stretching, looking down at her.


  Sleep, Darla. The day would begin soon enough.
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  Mr. White


  Darla sat on the living room couch thinking. She did that from time to time.


  Her mother sometimes told Darla she was crazy and Darla figured she might just have a point. The real problem was, how could you tell if you were insane? If you were totally crazy, you wouldn’t know it, would you? Maybe you could tell by trying to gauge the reactions of those around you. But if you could do that, wouldn’t you, by definition, be sane?


  It was the same thing with colors. How could you know if what you called “red” looked the same to someone else? You would say that it looks red to you, but what does that really mean? You can’t describe a color really, right? Red was just, red. You could say it wasn’t the same as green, but that was all.


  Maybe Darla really was crazy.


  Today she was thinking about “Dogs of War,” another fucking Our Gang epic.


  In particular, Darla was thinking about Mary Kornman, who was so lucky that just thinking about her made Darla temporarily sick with jealousy. Mary was the only full-time female member of the Gang, except for Farina, of course. But Farina was a boy playing a girl. At least that’s how Darla understood it. Or maybe he was just a boy that looked a bit like a girl? Darla could relate to that, because at the Aurora, she had played boys many times onstage.


  But, Mary Kornman…how lucky could you get, landing a full-time job with the Gang. It really wasn’t fair, not at all. Mary was beautiful of course. She could never play a boy. She was an ingénue. She would forever be typecast as the girl. Darla could play anything. There was something to be said for versatility, or at least Darla hoped so.


  Darla thought about “Dogs of War” a lot, and there was a very particular reason why.


  “Dogs of War” was where Mary was “discovered.” It happened right after the part near the beginning where she plays a nurse in the epic (and hilarious) tomato patch battle. Someone from West Coast Studios walks over and asks Mary to be in one of their pictures, right there on the spot. She didn’t even have to sign a contract or do any other mundane shit whatsoever. My God, how incredible!


  Darla knew this was just part of the story, but she couldn’t help being ridiculously jealous of Mary twice. Once for being a member of the Gang, and then again for being discovered inside of an episode. Amazing! Someone just comes over and says, ”Honey, would you come with us and star in our next picture, please?” Of course, there were major hijinks after the rest of the gang followed her into the studio. There was much wacky trouble. Darla had laughed and laughed. It was so funny. A fucking classic.


  Darla had to get into Our Gang. But how could it be done? She had tried bringing the subject up a few times, on the rare occasions she actually saw her mother during the last couple of weeks. Her mother had either smirked or told her she was reaching too high. “Start small.” “Don’t get ahead of yourself.” That type of thing. Darla didn’t want to start small. She was ready for the big time—today.


  Darla knew in her bones that she belonged in the “Our Gang” gang. She smiled thinking about it. Little did they know that sometime soon she would be joining them. She clapped her hands together. Then an evil thought occurred to Darla: Mary Kornman was already nine years old. Soon she would be too old to be in the Gang. Who would take her place then? Darla smiled wickedly. Me, me, me!


  She yawned. Anticipation combined with scheming was exhausting. Darla needed a pick-me-up. She bounced off the couch and ran to the front door. She was going to go downtown to get a free Coke! Ha-cha!


  


  Darla skipped and drank her free Coke.


  She loved to skip around the downtown area. Normally, she would swing both of her arms while she was skipping, really moving it—but not today. Today she was drinking a free Coke, so she couldn’t swing both of her arms. She could swing her left arm though, and this she did. Unfortunately, only swinging her left threw her timing off just enough to annoy her. This was due to the free Coke, which was really beginning to cramp her style. Darla suddenly realized that having things—having anything, was a responsibility. It hit her hard while she lamely skipped. She couldn’t really properly move until she stopped drinking this goddamn delicious and totally-free Coke!


  Why was her Coke free? It was free because Billy O’Malley, whose father owned the candy store, was sweet on her.


  Darla had gone inside O’Malley’s hoping Billy would be there and he was, just like every other Saturday morning. She went to the cooler and picked out a Coke and walked up to the counter. Billy was in his usual spot, sitting on a chair reading a comic book. It looked like a good one too, with a picture of a big fight between Cowboys and Indians on the front cover. Darla almost asked him for it, but decided to show mercy. That would be too selfish, even for her. Instead, she put the Coke on the counter and made an elaborate show of bringing out her completely empty coin purse from her bag. Billy didn’t even let her finish the charade. He just grinned shyly and nodded. He pressed the “No Sale” button on the big, metal cash register. Then he opened and closed the drawer and sat back down to read.


  He completed this weekly ritual without making any actual eye contact with Darla.


  “Thanks, Billy! You’re the best!” She tried to catch his eye, but he was too vigilant. He just looked down at his comic book, grinning sheepishly. Wow, he really is sweet on me. Darla skipped out into the street, free Coke in hand. Mission accomplished!


  Part of her felt bad about using Billy to get a free Coke. But she needed a free Coke and Billy had them. Should she not use her feminine wiles in this way? Was it wrong? Did it bother her? Darla considered carefully. Something about it wasn’t quite right, but she wasn’t exactly sure what it was. She would consider the question again, real soon: probably right after she finished this damn delicious, totally-free Coke.


  As Darla skipped, she practiced her whistling again, in between sips. She hoped that her wet lips would make it easier. Nothing. Darla was beginning to face the fact that whistling was not just going to happen for her. She hated admitting defeat, but she’d been trying for months. God, it was so frustrating!


  Darla skipped towards the small park at the center of town because it had a fun playground. There was some great stuff to play on, and she wanted to spend a while there before heading back home.


  The sun was shining down and it was a warm, wonderful day. In fact, there were some very excellent, big, white fluffy clouds in the sky.


  Hey, there’s a cloud that looks like a rabbit! Damn, there is a giant rabbit in the sky. Oh, and there was a giraffe over there too. And over there—a penguin…


  Without warning, Darla was suddenly airborne.


  She must have missed something on the sidewalk. How unfortunate! At that very same moment, Darla heard a yelp which sounded like it belonged to a dog. Had she just tripped over a dog? If so, it must have been a very small dog. If it had been a big dog, Darla would have just bounced right off of it.


  She felt herself returning to earth, with plenty of time to realize that landing was going to hurt like hell. She closed her eyes and waited for inevitable.


  A second or two passed and Darla never hit the pavement.


  She cautiously opened her eyes. Yup, there was the pavement, right where it was supposed to be, but it wasn’t coming any closer.


  How odd.


  Something was wrong. Darla was violating all kinds of natural laws, hovering here in mid-air.


  How very odd.


  Then she noticed the Coke in her right hand. It dangled, a thin dark-brown trickle leaking onto the ground below.


  How very odd!


  There was only one answer. Someone must have caught her in mid-air. She had been saved from falling flat on her face by someone—but who? Then Darla felt large hands around her waist. She heard a voice above and behind her say, “Whoa, little lady, whoooa! Easy now, I gotcha! Hold on, lemme setcha down.”


  The deep voice had a strange twang to it that Darla had never heard before. She felt herself being gently lowered to the ground.


  Darla turned around to inspect her savior. He was a tall man, older, certainly older than forty. He had dark hair, fringed with white. He was wearing an outlandish looking white suit and a huge white hat. Holy crap! Darla had been rescued by a goddamn cowboy.


  She looked down at his feet and there, looking terrified, was a small white dog. He had a “scrunched up” kind of face. Darla remembered the name: he was a pug. The dog was simpering and whining.


  The man said, “There, there, Wanda, calm down, you’re all right.”


  Darla retorted, “Mister, my name’s Darla, not Wanda.”


  The man looked at her, surprised. Then he smiled and started to laugh, chuckling first and then letting out a great guffaw.


  “That’s my dog’s name, honey! Or should I say…Miss Darla. Wanda and I are tickled pink to meet you, although I don’t usually introduce myself to people by plucking them out of thin air! No indeed I don’t.” He laughed again and slapped his knee.


  Darla had absolutely no clue what to make of this strange person. He was completely beyond her experience. So she just stood there with her mouth hanging open.


  “Miss Darla, my name is White, Mr. Cornelius White, and it is truly a pleasure to meet you.”


  He held out his large hand and Darla took it shyly. He shook her hand gently.


  “You sure are white, mister,” Darla said, without a hint of irony.


  The man looked down at his suit and grinned. “I must admit that today I am quite white!”


  “Well, thanks Mr. White. I’m sorry. Was it my fault? Did I trip over your dog? Is he…I mean she, is Wanda okay?” Darla immediately realized it must have been her fault. She wasn’t looking where she was going and had tripped over this poor guy’s dog. How dumb!


  “Never you mind, little lady. It was totally the fault of my good-for-nothing dog. She’s always in the way.”


  Mr. White reached down and scratched Wanda behind the ears and muttered some sweet nothings to her, which immediately calmed her down.


  “Can I pet her, Mr. White?” He nodded.


  Darla squatted and scratched her fingers under Wanda’s chin. Wanda closed her eyes and looked happy, her tongue hanging out. Apparently, all was forgiven.


  Mr. White frowned at Darla. “Is there anything I can do to make it up to you, Miss Darla? I mean, you lost most of your soda pop.” He looked down at the caramel-colored puddle that Wanda was tentatively taste-testing.


  “Can I get you a new soda at the very least?”


  “Nah, don’t worry about it, Mr. White. I was almost done with it anyway. Oh, and it was free.” She grinned up at him mischievously.


  Mr. White smiled at this and chuckled. “You are a real trouper, Miss Darla.” He paused, scratching his head, looking around. “I tell you what. There is an ice cream parlor right there on the corner. Would you do me the great honor of allowing me to buy you an ice cream cone?”


  Darla nodded her head. “Sure, I’d love to!”


  The cream parlor was a miniature version of the soda shop Darla had stopped at after the awful photo shoot: the one with the stupid chicken. That shop had been in the city of L.A. proper, near where the shoot itself had been. This shop was much smaller and didn’t have a large counter area. It was set up more like a diner, with small round tables.


  Mr. White requested a table with a view of Main Street, so he could keep an eye on Wanda, who he had tied to a lamp post. As they sat and watched, someone stopped and scratched her behind the ears. She looked very happy.


  After the two of them ordered, Mr. White asked, “So, what brings you downtown on a lovely Saturday morning, Miss Darla?”


  She loved the way he said his words.


  “Oh, I come down here every now and then to get a free Coke. A boy I know works at a store near here.”


  “Ah, I see,” he said, nodding. “Should we give your mom a call to let her know that you are alright?”


  “Nah, she won’t care,” Darla said matter-of-factly.


  Mr. White looked doubtful. “Well, okay Miss Darla, I won’t insist. It really isn’t any of my business, after all. Though I do worry a little bit about a young lady down here on her own,” he said gravely.


  “Oh, please don’t worry about me! I am certainly old enough to look out for myself Mr. White. You know, I had a real job, just like a grownup. I even had a contract!”


  Mr. White looked puzzled. “Really? Is that so? I am very impressed, Miss Darla!” He looked amused. “What, if you would not consider it rude or prying, were you employed to do?”


  “Oh, I was an actress. I performed on stage, at the Aurora theatre. But I got…I mean, I lost my job. I’m out of work.” A serious look came over Darla’s face. This topic always brought her down.


  But Mr. White was all amazement. “Why Miss Darla, is that so? Young lady, you are not going to believe this, but I am a theatrical agent. If I may be so bold, do you already have an agent?”


  Darla eyes went wide and her mouth popped open. She didn’t close it again until after their ice cream arrived.


  
    [image: Potatoes]
  


  Potatoes


  Tomorrow was Thanksgiving. Woohoo!


  Darla was very excited about this because they were all going to Grandma’s as a family.


  The Darling’s last family outing had been to the circus. Darla ruefully recalled that she had not been in the best of moods that day. Well, tomorrow would be different. She was in a grand mood. She had decided to ask her mother about hiring Mr. White as her agent. She might even try to talk to her about auditioning for Our Gang again. It was Thanksgiving after all. Everyone got along on Thanksgiving, didn’t they? That’s what it was all about, right?


  Darla hadn’t seen her grandmother since her accident in early October. Apparently, she was recovering swiftly. Darla received regular status updates from Mabel, who had written Grandma several times. Grandma always replied promptly, and once she even had a special request for Darla. She wanted one of Darla’s pictures.


  Darla was hugely honored by this request and got right on it. She went through her drawing collection to look for something suitable. She quickly realized she would need to make a new drawing, because her existing collection tended towards the macabre. So Darla whipped up a picture of her and Grandma holding hands. She included a beautiful peacock on the page, just because she wanted to use a bunch of different colors.


  Grandma sent another letter back to Darla, which Mabel read to her, thanking Darla for the beautiful picture. It seemed Grandma’s leg was definitely better and she was very much looking forward to the family coming over for Thanksgiving. She didn’t even need to use her crutches any more.


  Grandma also informed them that Uncle Murray would not be able to make it for Thanksgiving. Apparently, when he found out Anne would be there with her family, he came down with a serious flu. Hmm. Well, that was just fine with Darla. She didn’t think about her uncle too much anymore, but when she did, she still got pretty upset.


  


  Thanksgiving Day dawned bright and beautiful. Darla woke up to the early morning sun streaming in through her bedroom window.


  After slipping out of bed, she opened her door just in time to see Mabel zip down the hallway holding Jimmy in her outstretched arms. He was dressed in a blue-and-white-striped onesie. As usual, he had a huge smile on his face. That Jimmy sure was a happy kid. Mabel was only partially dressed and the way she held Jimmy was a little bit suspicious.


  “He didn’t...” Darla said as Mabel practically ran past her.


  “Oh, yes he did!” Mabel said with a quick smirk. “He ruined my blouse, darn it!”


  “Do you need me to hold him?” Darla asked.


  “No, that’s okay. I’m going to put him in his chair while I finish getting dressed. Hey, you better start getting ready, okay?”


  Darla followed Mabel into the kitchen. Mabel pointed with one finger at the clock on the wall. “We have to leave in a hour! Hurry up, kiddo!”


  “Okay, okay, I’m hurrying! I’m hurrying,” Darla replied with mock outrage. She really didn’t mind at all. She couldn’t wait to get going. Grandma’s here we come!


  Then a thought occurred to Darla. “Hey Mabel, where’s our mother?”


  Mabel put Jimmy in his chair and looked thoughtful. “Now that you mention it, I haven’t seen her yet. I’ll go and see.”


  Mabel put some toys in front of Jimmy and walked down the hallway, her shoes clacking on the hardwood floor.


  Darla decided she should probably eat something before they left. It was a long ride and there would be no food in the car—that was the rule. She rummaged around for some cereal and found a nearly empty box of corn flakes. She used the step stool to take a bowl from the cabinet. Then she sat down and emptied the box into the bowl.


  “Oh, yeah, I almost forgot!”


  Darla went to the refrigerator and opened it, looking for milk. She found a small amount left—just enough! She sat down and poured the milk over her flakes. Then she jammed spoonful after spoonful into her mouth, chewing like a deranged chipmunk. Cereal is so good!


  Jimmy watched her eat, totally fascinated.


  Darla heard a door close, followed by footsteps coming down the hallway. The door to the kitchen opened and Mabel walked in. She didn’t look at Darla. She began walking aimlessly around the kitchen.


  “What’s the matter, Sis? Is anything wrong?”


  “Oh, nothing. Never mind,” Mabel huffed.


  Darla took a guess. “She’s not out of bed yet, right?”


  Mabel stopped and turned to Darla. She had a look of sad resignation on her face.


  “Oh for the love of…” Darla said, irritated. Her fucking mother was at it again.


  “I woke her up, Darla. She’s getting ready. Let’s give her a minute,” Mabel said in a clipped tone.


  “You shouldn’t have to do that, Mabel and you know it. She’s a grown woman!”


  Mabel sighed and continued walking around the kitchen, straightening things that didn’t need straightening. Darla could see she was not happy. She would never say anything to their mother, of course. She was too much of a good girl for that.


  After a minute, Darla heard her mother’s door open and close, followed by the sound of slippers scuffing on the wood floor. Then she heard the bathroom door close. Darla smelled cigarette smoke through the closed kitchen door. She wrinkled her nose in disgust. Ugh!


  After another minute, Darla heard the shower start. Then she felt Mabel relax.


  “Darla, I need to finish getting dressed. Can you go and get ready when you’re done eating? Let me know if Jimmy starts getting fussy, okay?”


  “Sure thing, Sis.” Darla said, her mouth full of cereal. She lifted one hand up to Mabel and made the “okay” sign.


  “You can count on me.”


  Mabel smiled gratefully and left the kitchen, heading for her bedroom.


  Darla got up and dutifully put her bowl in the sink. As she set it down, she noticed a glass that had a very small amount of amber liquid in it. Darla was sure the glass hadn’t been there when she got her bowl down a few minutes earlier.


  She picked it up and smelled it. Booze. Mabel must have brought it down the hallway from their mother’s room. Shit. This was so fucking typical. Mom hungover again.


  Darla set the glass back down and went to get dressed. Before she left the kitchen, she turned to look at Jimmy. He had a chew toy in his mouth. He looked at Darla with a serious face, tilting his head to one side. Then he smiled at her and giggled.


  


  Darla pulled on socks and buckled her black patent-leather shoes. She had decided earlier to wear a dress today. She knew she had to do everything in her power to make the day go perfectly, even if it meant wearing a fucking dress. Grandma had been through so much with the fall and all. Everything just had to go perfectly.


  Darla heard her mother leave the bathroom and shuffle slowly down to her room. Darla frowned. Not a good start to the day. Not good at all.


  Fully dressed, Darla bounced into the kitchen. Jimmy still sat where he had been, cooing and exploring the top of his high chair. He looked up when Darla came in and put his fingers in his mouth. He started blowing bubbles.


  God, Jimmy was such a good little baby. Darla had friends with baby brothers and sisters. They were always crying. It was almost like Jimmy knew he had better be good because there was only a finite amount of pain each family could tolerate. Between her firing, their mother’s lifestyle and the “overdue bill” problem, Darla figured they must have reached their quota by now. Things had to get better from here on out, didn’t they?


  Mabel walked in. She had changed from the skirt she had been wearing into a dress. She blinked when she saw Darla’s dress.


  “Looks like we both had the same idea, huh kiddo?”


  Darla nodded and gave her sister the thumbs up, smiling. Mabel tilted her head towards the front of the house. “Did she get out of the shower yet?”


  “Yes she did,” Darla said. “Maybe ten minutes ago. She was moving pretty slowly.” Darla did an eye roll.


  Mabel gave her a stern look. “Well, I’ll tell you what, Darla. We are going to Grandma’s for Thanksgiving no matter how she’s feeling. I will drive if she can’t.”


  Mabel had been driving for a while, but Darla didn’t think she had driven anywhere near that far before.


  “Will she let you?” Darla asked in an amazed whisper.


  “I’m not going to ask her. I’m just going to do it!”


  Darla was amazed. Mabel must be pretty sick of their mother’s shit too. Darla had never seen her like this before.


  Mabel walked around the house gathering the things they would need for the trip.


  “Can I help?” Darla asked.


  “No, thanks. I’ve almost got everything ready. Maybe…wait in the living room?”


  “Will do, Sis.”


  Darla went the living room and sat down on the couch. She always felt a little bit funny when she dressed up. It made her feel like she was a stranger in her own home. It never felt quite right until they left the house.


  Darla checked her little purse, the one that she always carried with her. It looked like she had everything she needed. Wait a minute. Shouldn’t she bring something to do in the car? Probably, or else she would be bored to tears. Darla gathered her small drawing pad and some colored pencils. She put them in her purse. That way she wouldn’t lose them.


  Mabel came in with Jimmy on her hip, and set him down on the worn carpet. “Can you keep an eye on him while I see how ‘we’ are doing?” Mabel flicked her eyes over to the wall behind the couch Darla was sitting on. Her mother’s room was behind that wall.


  “Sure thing, Sis,” Darla said. Then she silently mouthed the words, “Good Luck.”


  Mabel smirked, rolled her eyes and nodded. She walked out of the living room and Darla heard her knock softly on their mother’s bedroom door. The door opened and closed. Darla heard muffled sounds from behind the wall: her mother and Mabel talking and moving around the room.


  Jimmy crawled over to Darla. He pulled himself up into a standing position in front of the couch, right next to where Darla was sitting and looked up at her. Then he put one hand into his mouth, bubbles forming almost instantly. He was a living goo factory. That’s what babies basically are, Darla realized.


  “Are you getting some teeth?” Darla asked him. “You keep putting that hand in your mouth. Does it hurt?”


  Darla was still getting teeth too. Her permanent teeth. They hurt like an absolute bitch. Jimmy didn’t seem too bothered though.


  After a couple of minutes, Darla heard the door to her mother’s room open and the sound of shoes in the hall. Mabel ducked around the corner of the living room archway and looked at the two of them.


  “How are you two doing in here? Everything under control?”


  Darla gave her both thumbs and nodded vigorously. Jimmy looked over at Mabel and started to burble, one hand still inside his mouth. Mabel pointed at him and nodded, smiling. Jimmy began to nod too.


  Darla said very softly, “Is she going to be able to come?”


  Mabel looked a little exasperated. “Yes, I think so. She is just putting on some makeup, to cover up the bags under her eyes.”


  Darla nodded feeling a little bit sad. Why did her mother always have to fuck everything up? Why did she drink so much? Darla decided that she hated drinking and alcohol. It just made people stupid. Yes, Darla had gotten tipsy once or twice. She saw the attraction of the feeling, but was it worth the price?


  Darla wasn’t so sure.


  


  Jimmy burbled and played with his lower lip. He was sitting on Mabel’s lap in the front seat next to their mother who was going to attempt to drive. Darla sat in the back seat, as usual. Their mother looked like shit. She hadn’t said two words to anyone. She had just hustled everyone into the car, started it and put it into reverse. Bleary-eyed, she looked over her right shoulder and began to slowly back out of the driveway. The car rolled back about five feet and then she suddenly slammed on the brakes. The old Ford’s wheels crunched on the gravel.


  “What’s the matter?” Mabel asked.


  “Shit! I’ll be right back,” her mother hissed, annoyed. She opened her door and slid out from behind the wheel. She trudged back towards the side door of the house.


  “Mom!” Mabel protested. She cupped her hands over Jimmy’s ears, but he didn’t seem to notice.


  “What’s the matter, Sis?”


  “Darla, I have no idea.”


  Their mother went back inside for several minutes and came down with a large paper bag. She put it in the back seat next to Darla and folded the top over several times. Darla suspected she did that so Darla couldn’t see inside of it. Unable to help herself, Darla leaned over and began to open the bag, intending to peek anyway. Her mother saw her in the rear view mirror and turned, giving her hand a small slap.


  “No Darla, leave that alone!” Then she put the car in gear and they were off.


  Darla rolled her eyes and shrugged. She opened up the picture book she had brought with her. But after a few minutes she closed it again, exasperated. These baby books are so fucking boring! Not for the first time, Darla longed to be able to read real books with real words in them. She was going to have to get Mabel to help her again soon. If only Mabel didn’t insist on using that stupid, foul primer. The one with Dick and Jane playing with their fucking dog. What was his name again? Oh, yeah: Spot. Darla hated Spot with a passion. She loved dogs but hated Spot with all of her soul. Spot is a total fucking idiot.


  So instead, Darla switched to her sketchbook. The problem with the sketchbook was that it was almost impossible to draw while the car was moving. It was like trying to concentrate while someone bounced on the couch next to you. It was far worse in the back seat of this decrepit Ford, which sometimes bounced so violently Darla felt like her teeth were going to fall out. Also, the roads where they lived sucked too. They were always making them better, but some areas still had dirt roads and these invariably turned into shit every time it rained. Thankfully, it didn’t rain very often here.


  Oh, and adding insult to injury, there was no hope for sleep in the back seat either. Every time Darla nodded off, the car hit a huge pothole which caused Darla to bounce straight up. Once she nearly hit the roof.


  Darla thought about trying to score the front seat for the ride home, but that would probably be out of the question. The baby needed to ride up there, or at least that’s what Mom and Mabel would say. Darla wasn’t exactly sure why though. Why couldn’t the baby sit with a grownup in the back seat? There was certainly enough room. Not fair.


  Oh well, she decided to stop obsessing about it.


  


  After an eternity, they finally pulled into Grandma’s driveway. Darla’s butt was so sore that she could barely stand. The backseat might actually be killing her.


  Her mother turned and reached over the seat to pick up the mystery bag, which was still sitting on the floor next to Darla. Before her mother could object, Darla lifted the bag up, ostensibly to “help” her mother. Man, It was really heavy. Darla had to lift it with both hands. She wondered what could be in there? Her mother glared at her and snatched it away.


  Mabel sat in the front seat rummaging through the large travel bag containing diapers and other necessities needed for the day. Jimmy probably needed to be changed after the long trip. Thank God that was Mabel’s job.


  Darla quickly gathered her belongings and got out of the car. She stretched, hoping that the blood would eventually return to her bottom. She rubbed it with both hands. Nothing. Her butt was completely numb. Man, what a lousy ride. She dearly wished she could have slept on the way here. It was so boring today, especially because Mom was hung over and Mabel was pissed off. They had not said so much as a word to each other for the entire ride. The day was off to a great start. Darla grimaced.


  Well, the hell with all of them. Darla was here to see her grandmother.


  She ran up the stairs and crossed the porch. She banged with her fist on the screen door and yelled, “Hey Grandma! It’s me, Darla!”


  From inside, Darla heard her grandmother’s voice, “Come on in! I’m in the living room.”


  Darla pulled the screen door open and ran inside. She made a big sweeping arc to her left and entered the living room. Without stopping, she jumped straight onto her grandmother’s lap. She swept Darla up in an embrace. “There’s my little girl! How was your trip, honey?”


  “Horrible, Grandma! I can’t even feel my bottom.”


  “Oh dear! Well, the feeling will come back soon, I promise.”


  “I sure hope so,” Darla said earnestly. “I wouldn’t want to have a numb butt for the rest of my life!”


  Her grandmother chuckled.


  “Darla Darling,” Mabel admonished, sweeping into the living room with Jimmy. “You will watch your language, young lady. My goodness!”


  “Sorry, Mabel,” Darla said, not too sorry. Her grandmother gave her a wink.


  “Hi, Grandma.” Mabel said. “How are you feeling? How is the leg? Is it okay for Darla to be sitting there?”


  Darla instantly felt sheepish. She had been so happy to see her grandmother that she had totally forgotten about her broken leg. How stupid!


  “Oh…it’s fine. It’s been almost two months. I’m just about as good as new. Darla can sit here all day if she wants to. Don’t worry about me, please dear.”


  Darla’s mother pushed through the front door of the small house, the paper bag cradled in the crook of her left arm. She said nothing and went straight to the kitchen door. She pushed it open with her free hand and disappeared inside.


  “Well, hello to you, Anne,” her grandmother said, nonplussed. She glanced at Mabel.


  “She doesn’t look too good. Rough night?”


  Mabel nodded, rolling her eyes.


  “I see,” her grandmother said. “I’ll try and talk to her today, Mabel. I hate to see her like this.”


  “Grandma, I don’t know what to do anymore,” Mabel whispered, swallowing hard.


  Oh no, here we go.


  Darla hoped Mabel wouldn’t ruin the day by melting down. Heck, they’d only been here for two minutes. Let Mom be Mom for today, Mabel. She is not your responsibility. Mabel already did practically everything at the house as it was. She didn’t need be her mother’s mother too. Besides, her mother’s actual mother was sitting right here.


  Her grandmother gave Mabel a concerned look and said softly, “It’s okay, honey. Let’s talk a little later…privately.” Then she smiled and said brightly, “Now you bring my chubby little grandson over here to me this instant! Come here Jimmy! Give Granny a big kiss now.” Mabel brightened instantly. A brilliant diversion! Darla relaxed.


  Mabel brought Jimmy over and carefully set him on Grandma’s other leg. Then she sat down on the couch and the four of them spent a few minutes bonding and talking softly.


  The door to the kitchen opened, and Darla heard the sound of clinking ice cubes.


  All four of them looked up to see Darla’s mother come into the room, her hands full. In one hand she held a local newspaper which she was reading as she walked. In the other, she held a glass. A glass filled almost to the spilling point…with a suspiciously amber-colored liquid.


  Darla had a sinking feeling. Booze. Where did she get that? Grandma didn’t keep any hard liquor in her house. She sometimes had a single glass of wine with dinner. And then mostly on special occasions.


  Then it hit Darla. Now she knew what was in the bag her mother had brought from home.


  


  Darla kneeled on a chair in the kitchen. She was helping her grandmother cook.


  Grandma’s kitchen was small, but it was very bright and cheery. It had a single window, which looked out onto the backyard. The room’s trim was painted pale yellow. The walls were covered with a funny wallpaper that Darla loved. There was a repeating vignette of a mother duck (wearing a chef hat and carrying a large stirring spoon) leading her three ducklings in a little row behind her. Darla thought they were so cute. She always wondered where they were be going. Was the mommy leading them to the dinner table? That seemed like the best guess. Hopefully they weren’t the main course.


  Grandma was standing over at the stove, checking the oven. She was cooking a turkey for dinner today. Darla loved turkey, even though she normally had it only once a year. Besides the turkey, there would be lots of other great stuff. There would be mashed potatoes—with gravy, of course. There would also be string beans and carrots and cranberry sauce. All of the traditional Thanksgiving dishes would be served. Everything her grandmother made was always delicious.


  And Darla loved to help her cook. For her big job this year, Grandma gave Darla a whole bunch of peeling to do. She had been given a potato peeler, which, while not as sharp as a knife, still needed to be handled carefully. Her grandmother showed Darla the best way to hold the peeler and the potato so she didn’t cut herself. Peeling was lots of fun. Darla like to try and peel the entire potato in one long strip. She had peeled three potatoes and would need to peel several more before she was done.


  Darla’s mother, holding an empty glass and still reading the newspaper, pushed through the door from the living room. She walked over to the kitchen table where the large bottle of booze sat. She set her glass down and unscrewed the cap. She refilled it without once looking away from the paper.


  “Well, I see they are finally going to tear down that old church. It’s about time, I say. That thing has been an eyesore for years.”


  “Anne, I wish you wouldn’t talk about that. You know how I feel about that church. Your father and I were…”


  “Yes, I know,” her mother rudely interrupted. “You’ve told me that a hundred times, Mom! Dad and you were married there. And I was baptized there. I know, I know. But Mom, you have to let go of the past. You have to get with it.”


  Darla watched the two of them. They weren’t communicating at all. Neither looked at the other as they spoke. It was a total disconnect.


  “Look, Mom, I’m almost done with the potatoes! Don’t they look great?” Darla chirped happily, hoping to change the subject.


  Her mother gave the potatoes in front of Darla a disdainful glance.


  “Lovely, Darla. I only wish you were as helpful at our house,” she said flatly. Then her mother looked down at one of the potatoes, squinting. “You missed a spot on that one.” She pointed using the newspaper in her hand.


  “Thanks, Mom,” Darla said sarcastically.


  “You’re welcome,” her mother said, totally missing Darla’s tone.


  “Well I, for one, am glad they are finally knocking that wreck-of-a-building down,” her mother said righteously.


  She walked slowly back into the living room through the open door, bumping the doorframe with her shoulder as she passed. “Whoopsie!” she yelped in a slightly slurred voice.


  Grandma sighed and shook her head. “How many is that, I wonder?” she muttered under her breath, a look of disgust on her face.


  Darla frowned and held up four fingers.


  


  “God is great. God is good, and we thank him for our food. Amen.”


  Darla opened her eyes and looked at the dining room table. All of the dishes were there in the center, steaming. Everything smelled so good.


  Mabel sat across from Darla and tended to Jimmy, who sat in his high chair right next to her. It was the same chair that Darla herself had used up until a few years ago. Grandma said it had been used by Darla’s mother too.


  Darla looked at Jimmy. Something wasn’t right. She knew it immediately. He wasn’t cooing or gurgling. He was looking right at Mabel with one finger in his mouth. His lip was curled down. He furrowed his brow and his eyes filled with tears. Then he began to fuss.


  Mabel looked at him, concerned. “Are you teething again, Jimmy?” She took her finger and put it in his mouth, trying to find the sore spot.


  Mabel probed his gums for a moment and then Jimmy burst into tears.


  “Can’t you shut him up, Mabel?” her mother snapped.


  Darla turned to look at her mother. She was sitting alone at the far end of the table, her face red and her eyes unfocused. A few strands of her normally meticulously-coifed auburn hair had slipped down and were dangling in front of her eyes. She didn’t seem to notice.


  Mabel turned and looked at her mother, affronted. “Mom! He’s just a baby. He can’t help it! He’s teething.”


  Her mother reached down and picked up her glass, which she had refilled before they sat down for dinner. Darla had lost count at seven. The bottle in the kitchen was nearly empty.


  “He’s just a baby…,” her mother slurred in a mocking tone. “Well, you know what Mabel? I am sick of babies! You know that?” Her mother looked in Mabel’s direction, but Darla could see that her eyes weren’t focusing properly. She kept squinting, like she was trying to see clearly.


  “Anne, really!” her grandmother said, distressed. “Can’t you be nice for once? Can’t we just get through a family dinner properly?”


  “Properly,” her mother mimicked, in a mock-haughty tone. “What do you mean, properly? I am trying to get through this meal properly, dammit! How am I supposed to eat with that brat carrying on like that?”


  Jimmy wailed even louder.


  “Anne. That is quite enough. As a matter of fact, don’t you think you’ve had enough?” Grandma said angrily, standing up.


  “Oh yeah,” her mother yelled. “I’ve had enough. I’ve had enough of this goddamn family and all these lousy kids. You’re all failures—all of you!” She brought the glass to her lips and drank it in one swallow. Then she looked at them and said happily, “You all make me sick.”


  Darla, Mabel, and her grandmother all looked at each other, their mouths open in shock and horror.


  Mabel looked at her mother. “Mom, I…”


  Her mother looked towards Mabel, and hissed, “Shut up Mabel Darling. You have nothing to say to me. You started all of…this. You were the biggest mistake of my entire life!”


  Mabel winced. She looked like she had just been physically slapped.


  Darla recoiled. That was the most horrible thing she had ever heard anyone say—especially to Mabel, who was the sweetest, nicest, most selfless person Darla knew. But before she could come to Mabel’s defense, Mabel ran crying from the room. Her grandmother got up and immediately followed her.


  Jimmy watched the two of them go, his tears momentarily abating.


  Darla turned and looked at her mother, who was taking some food from a serving plate as though nothing had happened at all. She calmly ladled some gravy onto her plate and cut a piece of turkey with her knife and fork. She put it into her mouth, chewed it and swallowed.


  Then she paused and looked straight at Darla. She almost seemed surprised to see Darla there.


  “Darla?”


  Then her mother blinked twice and turned as pale as a ghost. Her eyelids fluttered shut and her head fell forward directly into her mashed potatoes.


  


  “Well that couldn’t have gone any worse, I don’t think.” Mabel said, speaking softly. She looked quickly at Darla, who was holding Jimmy on her lap in the front seat. The sun was going down and Mabel was driving them all back home.


  “No, it really couldn’t have,” Darla said in a whisper. She turned, straining to look into the backseat where their mother was slumped, unconscious and unceremoniously snoring.


  “I really, really hate her sometimes Darla, I really do.”


  “I know,” Darla said. She was holding a wooden ring of baby toys that Jimmy was teething on. He started blowing bubbles. He seemed to be recovering from his earlier episode.


  “How could she just ruin everything like that? Poor Grandma!” Mabel said, swallowing hard. “And those things she said…” Mabel looked straight ahead. “Darla, she…she hates me…”


  “Sis, she was drunk. She had no idea what she was saying. I don’t think she’ll remember a thing tomorrow.”


  “That may be true, but don’t you think she meant it?” Mabel asked, unsure.


  “Mabel, that woman is not our mother anymore. I’m not sure what happened to her, but that’s not her. Our real mom would never say anything like that.”


  “Maybe, I guess. I don’t know. Darla, that was the most horrible thing anyone has ever said to me.”


  Mabel looked so lost and hopeless that Darla’s heart ached for her. She swallowed hard and lightly touched her sister’s arm.


  “I love you, Mabel.”


  Mabel’s eyes filled with tears and she said, half smiling, “Stop it, Darla. I’m trying to drive. I want us all home safe, especially after the day we just had.”


  They sat in silence for a few more minutes.


  Mabel glanced at Darla, a sad look in her eyes. “I’m really sorry for all of this, Darla. You can’t pick your parents, can you?”


  No, you really couldn’t.


  “It’s not your fault, Sis.”


  Well, at least Darla got to sit in the front seat on the way home. Slim comfort that was. Darla would have traded the sorest of butts to erase the kind of day they just had.


  Mabel drove on, both hands clutching the wheel.
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  Birds of a Feather


  Darla woke up suddenly. She had no idea what time it was. It was still quite dark outside her window. It felt like it could be the middle of the night. How she could possibly be awake? The four of them hadn’t returned from Grandma’s house until quite late, well past Darla’s normal bedtime. She hadn’t climbed into to bed until at least ten o’clock.


  What a fiasco today had been. The memory of her mother single-handedly destroying Thanksgiving bubbled up into Darla’s brain. The look of pain on Mabel’s face had broken Darla’s heart. Dear God, how could anyone be that cruel to their own child? Then Darla remembered her grandmother’s reaction. More disappointment and hurt. Darla had seen it written plainly on her grandmother’s face: how could her own daughter be so thoughtless and evil? Darla had no explanation for it either. Darla’s mother and grandmother were so dissimilar in temperament that it hardly seemed possible they were even related. It was almost like her mother was adopted or switched at birth with someone else’s child. Then a horrible thought occurred to Darla: she was her own mother’s daughter too. Would Darla be a horrible person when she grew up? Immediately, she desired one thing in life more than any other, even a career: not to be an asshole. She saw what assholes did to the people around them and she wanted no part of it. Please dear God, don’t let me be an asshole!


  As she lay there replaying the entire hideous event, Darla noticed the ceiling of her room was lit by a strange, bluish-gray glow. It shimmered and moved around like the reflection of light on water.


  Water? Darla propped herself up and looked around. The eerie luminescence seemed to be coming from the walls themselves. She looked at her bedroom window again and started. Just outside her window was a large black bird, exactly like the one from the other dream. The creature was perched—on her tree, just outside the window.


  Darla sat up and peered at it. The bird seemed to be asleep. Until this moment, Darla hadn’t even realized that birds slept at all, but this must be that. Its head rested against its breast and the eye she could see was closed. Its large black beak was tucked underneath the edge of its wing. Its breast rose and fell visibly.


  Darla got out of bed and walked towards her window, but slowly, so as not to startle the thing. She tiptoed over and carefully pressed her nose lightly against the window glass itself. The window in her room was very well built, with a thick pane of ancient glass. The glass had a kind of “rippley” look that Darla was always intrigued by. She would often stand just this way and look out at the side yard and watch the weird distortions that wiggled and played in front of her eyes. She was vastly entertained by stuff like that.


  Darla looked at the bird through the glass. Without warning, she found herself looking into its large, open eye. A moment ago it had been shut and now it was open. The bird looked right at her and seemed to be appraising her. It cocked its large head from side to side. It occurred to Darla that a bird can only see an object with one eye at a time. Birds must have an amazing view of the world, like looking at two completely separate pictures at once. Weird…


  Darla carefully slid the window open, the ancient mechanism complaining with a faint squeak. The window was heavy and counterweighted, which is what made it possible for her to lift it at all.


  She pushed the window open as far as she could. The she stared at the bird, unsure of what to do next.


  As if in answer to her thought, the big bird opened it wings wide and started to flap them slowly. As it did this, the world began to change. Eddies and whorls of liquefied air emanated from the bird as it flapped, its wings gaining strength. Its giant body began to lift off from the branch. Then the bird banked to one side and did a graceful pirouette, pivoting towards the ground.


  As it flew, the everyday world of the Darling’s side yard transformed itself. In great waves, the landscape outside was replaced with a broad, smooth gray plain.


  Everything was transformed except for the tree.


  Then the great bird’s flapping picked up speed. The force of the air displaced by its wings began tearing leaves from the old tree’s branches. There were thousands, maybe millions of leaves, some floating slowly by, some careening around in great vicious spirals. Darla could have reached out and taken one right out of the air as it went by her open window.


  It was a maelstrom.


  Strangely, the vortex didn’t touch her inside her room at all. It was like a picture that was happening far away. Darla refrained from sticking her hand out the window, afraid that the passing leaves would shred her flesh. She pictured her skeletal hand and shivered.


  The bird landed lightly on the plain, totally unaffected by the chaos it had unleashed. The wind lessened. The swirling leaves disappeared, one by one.


  The wind stopped. Darla looked at the bare tree and noticed that only a single leaf had withstood the insane vortex. It was shriveled and looked like it would fall at any moment. Darla waited, but it stubbornly refused to drop. The bird didn’t seem to notice. It was looking at Darla. It was waiting.


  She might as well play along.


  Darla climbed out of her window and gently settled her weight on the first large branch she could reach. Thankfully, the tree was still as solid and reassuring as ever. She climbed along the branch until it met up with others and then she lowered herself gingerly, as she had done hundreds of times before. The geometry of the tree itself had not been physically altered, just the world around it.


  Moments later, Darla was on the ground, standing about ten feet from the bird. She was not afraid of it. She felt like she knew it somehow. It was the same feeling she had from time to time when she walked down the street of her town. Sometimes she saw the faces of strangers and they weren’t strange. She felt like she knew everyone. Not their names, obviously, but their…essence. She knew them. They were her, or a part of her. It was an odd feeling that would come and go. Some days they were just strangers. It was like that with this bird.


  The bird cocked its head at an angle and regarded Darla coolly. It was impossible to tell what it was thinking. Then it hopped away, keeping an eye constantly fixed on her. She took this as an invitation to follow.


  Darla followed the bird across the diluted landscape. There was nothing here at all except a rolling expanse of light gray. The surface had no texture at all. It was completely smooth, almost creamy. It reminded her of Milk of Magnesia, which she detested. The bird looked a bit comical hopping along, its head turned at an odd angle, one eye always on her. Darla smiled.


  Then the bird flapped its wings a couple of times and lifted off, flying slowly in great sweeping arcs. As it flew, a strange thing happened to the ground underneath it. It looked like the large black wings were raining on the ground, leaving a fine matrix of black dots, like raindrops. These drops hit the plain and began to resolve themselves into a line, almost like a trail.


  The giant bird flew away slowly and looked back at her. The black road beckoned.


  For just a moment, Darla hesitated. She hated being pushed around. Then she thought about becoming an asshole and decided what the heck. She began walking and then, feeling more at ease, skipped along the inky road.


  The bird wheeled and soared, the road it created making great curves, subtle twists and hairpin loops. She followed them all. Darla followed the great bird in that way for what seemed like hours.


  Eventually Darla began to tire. She really needed to get back to bed. It would be morning soon. As if in answer, the bird made a final turn and the broad black avenue led straight back to a tree. My tree!


  The bird flew over and perched itself on a branch, just above the level of her bedroom window.


  Darla climbed the tree and clambered into her bedroom. She looked back. The bird was still regarding her intently. She smiled and waved at it. Then she went back to her bed and tucked herself in.


  


  Darla awoke to the sunlight of early morning on her blanket. She heard merry birdsong outside her window which she noticed was open.


  She leapt out of bed and ran over to the window. Why was it open? Had she forgotten to close it last night? She was lucky it had been unseasonably warm last night. November nights could get chilly, even in southern California. Heck, it was almost December.


  Darla looked outside and saw that everything was totally normal. Color had been returned to the world. Milk of Magnesia? Inky roads? What the heck was up with these bizarre dreams?


  Darla was beginning to wonder if she might be going mad. Ever since that stupid photo shoot with the chicken she had been dreaming about these dumb, black birds. What on earth was happening to her? None of it made any sense. She might understand it if the stupid birds had some obvious purpose or if they imparted some deep wisdom to her, but all they did was fly around ominously and squawk. What had the one last night wanted her to do again? Oh yeah, follow some dumb road.


  Her stomach grumbled so she went to get some breakfast.


  


  Darla sat at the kitchen table eating corn flakes from a white bowl. Thankfully, there was just enough milk in the refrigerator to provide exactly the amount of moisture her cereal required. They always seemed to be running out of milk these days, which was really weird. Mabel was usually on top of all these details. It was strange that they were running low on supplies.


  The door from the back hall opened and Mabel bustled inside. She was dressed in a very spiffy navy blue skirt and crisp white blouse. It looked like she was going to church, but it was only Friday.


  “Hiya, Sis. Where are you going all dressed up? Oh by the way, we are out of milk.”


  Mabel wheeled around the kitchen, obviously looking for something.


  “What’s that? Oh, Hi Darla. Good morning. Sorry, what did you say?”


  “I said we are out of milk.” Where on earth was Mabel going? She looked serious.


  “Okay, Darla,” Mabel said, distracted. Then she looked in the corner of the room and walked over, triumphant.


  “There you are!” Mabel bent over and picked up a set of teething toys Jimmy had thrown on the floor earlier. She held them up. “Gotcha!”


  Mabel stopped and looked at her. “Darla, what did you say? I’m sorry, I’ve got a lot on my mind today.”


  “Milk, Sis. We are out of it. See?” Darla pointed to an empty glass bottle on the table next to her.


  Mabel frowned. “Ah, okay. I’ll pick some up at the store on the way home. We don’t get a delivery until next Monday.”


  “Are you going somewhere?” Darla asked.


  Mabel looked at Darla and half-smiled, “I hope so Darla, I really hope so.”


  Darla giggled, “Why are you so dressed up? You look like you are going to an audition!”


  Mabel stopped and looked at Darla, all of the color draining from her face in a moment. She swallowed, frowning.


  “Oh no—dear God, no! What ever gave you that idea? I’ve never auditioned for anything in my life! Why would you say such a thing, Darla?”


  “Mabel, it was a joke. I know you aren’t going on an audition. That would be ridiculous! I can only imagine what that would be like!” Darla rubbed her hands together gleefully.


  Mabel put her hands on her hips and glared at her. “Darla Darling, well I never… Don’t you joke about that. I’m not the actress in the family, you are. Anyway, I have a meeting to go to. It’s um, well, it’s something for the Smith’s. They need me to meet with someone regarding, well…never mind. It’s grown up stuff.


  “Darla, Jimmy is in Mom’s bedroom. I put him in the playpen. Can you keep an ear out for him? Mom is awake and she knows I’m going, but after yesterday, she’s not really in the best shape, if you…”


  “Yeah, Sis, I get it,” Darla interrupted. “You are leaving Jimmy with his mother and you want his five-year-old sister to make sure she does her job. Is that about the size of it?” Darla asked derisively, looking straight at Mabel.


  Mabel’s jaw dropped open. “Yeah, kiddo. That’s about the size of it. Okay, I gotta run. The bus is due in ten minutes.”


  Mabel walked over to Darla and kissed her on the forehead. Then she leaned down and whispered in Darla’s ear, “Wish me luck. Wish us both luck.” Then she released Darla and hurried out the front door.


  What? Wish us both luck? What on earth was Mabel going on about? Sometimes Darla thought that all grownups were crazy.


  


  Darla opened the door to her mother’s room as quietly as she could and peeked inside. She needed to make sure the coast was clear.


  Jimmy was there, in his playpen. He was chewing on the teething ring Mabel had liberated from the kitchen floor. He was cooing and generally behaving, especially considering he was a prisoner in a teeny jail cell. Darla thought that playpens were a kind of parental cheating. Normally, she would go over and take him out and play with him in the living room, but today she had a plan. A plan that counted on one thing…


  Without warning, the mound of covers on her mother’s bed stirred and Darla saw her mother’s rumpled auburn hair as she rolled onto her back. Then her mother began to snore—a deep and powerful snore. She was out like a light.


  Perfect! That was what Darla had been counting on: that her mother would sleep for as long as it was humanly possible to do so.


  Darla smiled and closed the door softly. She held the knob and slowly released it, in order to avoid an audible click. Then she tiptoed into the kitchen.


  Darla reached into the pocket of her hand-me-down pajamas and pulled out a battered white business card. Stupidly, she had almost refused to take this card, telling Mr. White that she couldn’t read yet, so what was the point? He had shrewdly asked her if she knew her numbers, and in fact, she did. He pointed out that his phone number was also printed on there. Brilliant!


  Darla pulled one of the kitchen chairs over to where the house phone sat on a little shelf attached to the wall. She clambered up and grabbed the phone by its base. Then she hopped off the chair and pulled it, along with the phone, back to the table.


  Darla sat down and held up the card. She removed the receiver, putting it up to her ear. Then she tapped several times on the little metal arms and waited. She heard a click and a voice asked, “What number, please?”


  Darla read the phone number on the card and waited. There was a short pause and then she heard a faraway phone ringing in her ear.


  The ringing stopped and a deep voice said, “Hello, this is Cornelius White. With whom do I have the pleasure of speaking?”


  Darla smiled. Mr. White was always so polite.


  “Mr. White, It’s me, Darla!”


  “Darla Darling? Why, hello, Miss Darling. It is so very nice to speak with you. How have you been?”


  “I’ve been really great, except that I haven’t had a job in months. Hey, Mr. White, I am really hoping that you can help me out. I want to hire you as my new agent.”


  “Why Miss Darla! I do declare, I’d love to be your new agent,” he paused. “Listen, Darla, I have to tell you that I don’t normally deal with, um, young clients, directly. I usually talk to one of their parents…”


  “Well Mr. White, you see my mother is unable to come to the phone right now. She’s still sleeping. Unfortunately, I don’t have a father.”


  Mr. White’s tone turned serious. “Well, I see, Darla.” he paused. “Hmm, well, I will tell you what. Until I talk to your mother and get her permission, I can’t ‘officially’ represent you, you understand. But…”


  Darla was crushed! “Oh, Mr. White, please! I am so bored! I am dying to get back to work! I hate chickens! Please!”


  “Wait, Darla, wait…” Mr. White interrupted, chuckling. “You didn’t let me finish, dear. Even though I can’t ‘officially’ represent you, that doesn’t mean I can’t put out some feelers to gauge interest, if you take my meaning…”


  Darla paused, confused. “Mr. White, why would I take your meaning?”


  “That’s a figure of speech, Darla…”


  “Oh…I hate those.” But Darla knew what he meant and she was hopeful. “Do you really think you could get me a job. Really and truly?”


  “Darla Darling, I can’t guarantee anything, but I think that you have a very good shot. Keep in mind that your mother will have to consent.”


  “Don’t worry, Mr. White. You let me handle that part.”


  He laughed. “Well, I don’t doubt you will!”


  He paused. “Darla, I have a question for you.”


  “Yes, Mr. White?”


  “How familiar are you with the ‘Our Gang’ pictures?”


  Darla’s eyes opened wide and she drew in a sharp breath.


  “Darla?”


  She didn’t answer right away because for the first time in her entire life, Darla was speechless.
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  Family Matters


  Mabel sighed as she sat on the slow-moving bus.


  Her last attempt to help Darla had ended, if not in complete disaster, then certainly in complete embarrassment. She desperately hoped today would provide a better outcome.


  One thing bothered her though. Had Darla somehow found out about her “audition” at the Aurora? There was really no way she could have known about that. Mabel shook her head. It had to be a coincidence. Darla’s feeble attempt at humor had really upset her. Mabel hoped she hadn’t been too hard on Darla. It wasn’t Darla’s fault the situation at the Aurora had spun so completely out of control. Mabel shivered thinking about it. What a debacle. That was one of the worst days of her life. Well, it had been until yesterday.


  Mabel had cried herself to sleep after tucking in Jimmy—and her mother. Her mother, who was too drunk to do more than stagger up the stairs with the help of both Mabel and Darla. Disgusting! It was wrong for Darla and Jimmy to be exposed to such debauchery. It was terribly selfish of their mother. Mabel tried so hard to keep her brother and sister safe. It just wasn’t fair that their own mother was the one setting the worst possible example.


  Well, Mabel had to let those feelings go for the moment. She was on a mission for Darla today. This would probably be the last shot she would get to save Darla’s old job at the Aurora. Thinking back on her initial decisions, Mabel realized it was probably for the best that she had kept her plan a secret from Darla. It would have crushed Darla to have her hopes dashed by Mabel’s incompetence. Sure, Darla would have appreciated Mabel’s effort, but Darla was still a little girl who wanted what she wanted. Mabel didn’t like being responsible for Darla’s disappointment. Well, if Mabel failed today, at least it would be her own secret—forever.


  Mabel was on her way to see Mr. Sidney Green. He was the owner of several Vaudeville theatres, including the Aurora, sprinkled throughout the greater Los Angeles area. He had inherited the business from his father, Mr. Lionel Green.


  For many years, Sidney Green had personally managed, under the forceful urging of his father, a particular theatre: the Mayfair. After his father passed away, Sidney inherited the family business along with a tidy sum of money; his father had been quite well off. So after his death, Sidney took over his father’s office near the Mayfair.


  How had Mabel become a subject matter expert on this particular man and his circumstances? Her in-depth knowledge was due to a very long hour spent on the telephone with a shockingly helpful woman named Sarah.


  Unfortunately, even after suffering mortal embarrassment at the Aurora, Mabel didn’t have anything to go on besides Mr. Green’s last name. So she had decided to start there and call the Aurora box office. She had asked the person who answered the phone for information regarding Mr. Green and had been politely, but firmly, denied. The woman was well trained indeed. So Mabel had decided to get creative. She called again later in the day. She told the very same woman she had talked to earlier that she was a reporter doing a story for a local newspaper on Vaudeville theatres in the greater Los Angeles area. Mabel asked her if there were any other theatres that the Aurora was affiliated with, so that she could give them all the best possible write up. The woman gave her the name of the Mayfair, along with several others. The woman also confirmed that all of the theatres were owned by a Mr. Sidney Green. Mabel gently probed for more information on Mr. Green, but once again was politely rebuffed. Mabel got nothing else from her. Well, at least she had his first name now.


  Mabel then called each of the theatres in turn, striking gold when she came to the Mayfair. The woman on the phone, Sarah, spilled her guts, telling Mabel almost more than she wanted to know. In the end, Mabel had to make up an excuse to get off the phone. She felt like a regular Sherlock Holmes.


  As the bus slowly rolled along, Mabel went over her plan again. She was going to pretend to be Darla’s agent. She wasn’t exactly sure what an agent did, but how hard could it be? She saw what Uncle Murray did, or rather, had tried to do. Most of it seemed to involve phone calls. Well, Mabel would wing it when she got there. She didn’t think it could be that hard. If it went poorly, she would make an excuse and leave with no harm done.


  The bus made its bumpy way through the outskirts of the city, passing through several towns recently annexed by L.A. It also passed through other towns still putting up valiant, though probably futile, resistance. Los Angeles had become huge during Mabel’s lifetime. There didn’t seem to be any stopping it. There were some who said that someday it would make its way to the Pacific Ocean! Mabel shuddered at the idea of a city that large. Where would they put all of the cars?


  After an hour, the bus arrived at Mabel’s stop. She got off and pulled a small piece of paper from her pocketbook. On it she had scribbled the address of Sidney Green’s office.


  Mabel stopped an older gentleman on the sidewalk and asked him for directions. He told her it was quite simple and then proceeded to give her a list of twenty or so intricate and seemingly contradictory instructions. She thanked him and started off.


  The town was quite lovely. It was obviously a very well-to-do area. The shops along the paved streets were all very exclusive. Mabel looked up at a clock in one of the windows and saw that she only had fifteen minutes until her appointment. Blast public transportation! She should have taken the car, but asking for it would have raised suspicions with her mother, hung over or not.


  After asking several more people for clarification, Mabel made it to the right address with just five minutes to spare. She squared her shoulders, brushed herself off and opened the two-story building’s ornate front door.


  She found herself in the front hallway of a beautifully appointed office building. There was a huge, cut-crystal chandelier in the hallway, which had high ceilings and rich green drapes that lined the halls and hung over the windows. Golden braided ropes tied back the drapes. Mr. Sidney Green had obviously done quite well for himself, indeed…or at least his father had. Mabel went to the largest set of doors, braced herself, and knocked. After a few moments, one the doors was opened by a pretty blonde woman in her early thirties.


  “Yes, may I help you?” the woman asked.


  “Hello, yes. I have an appointment with Mr. Green,” Mabel said in her most professional sounding voice.


  The woman started slightly and gave Mabel an odd look. “I see…” Then she seemed to remember herself and opened the door wider. “And would you be Miss Smith?” she asked more politely.


  “Yes, I am,” Mabel said, blushing ever so slightly.


  When making the appointment, Mabel had chosen the last name “Smith” on a whim and had only just now realized that doing so would make her legal name Mabel Smith. She had a brief vision of herself in a white dress, standing next to Charles. Gosh, he looked so handsome in his tuxedo. Wait! She had to calm herself down immediately. She was here for business. No time for dilly-dallying or distraction.


  The woman, Mabel assumed she was Mr. Green’s secretary, showed Mabel to a waiting area in another room. This room was decorated in sumptuous red tones, in direct contrast with the hallway outside. Mabel sat down on a beautiful red velvet settee, edged with golden embroidery. After waiting for several minutes, she started to get nervous. She hoped she wouldn’t have to wait too long. She wasn’t sure her courage would hold up. What was the plan again?


  Then a small intercom on the secretary’s desk came to life. A tinny voice said, “Send her in now, Margaret.” The secretary stood up and approached Mabel, smiling.


  “Mr. Green will see you now, Miss Smith.”


  She led Mabel to a large set of doors and pulled one open. A deep voice from within intoned, “Please come in.”


  Mabel held her breath and walked in.


  


  As she entered the room, Mr. Sidney Green rose from a smart leather chair behind an enormous mahogany desk. He was an average sized man in his early forties, or so Mabel gauged. His hair was peppered with some early gray, most of which was at his temples. He was quite handsome and impeccably dressed, as befitted a man of means.


  He looked down at a leather-bound appointment book, holding his finger on a page.


  “Miss Smith, I presume?”


  He walked from behind the desk and took her outstretched hand.


  “Yes, why thank you for agreeing to see me, Mr. Green. I am so pleased to make your acquaintance,” she said as professionally as she could.


  His fingers were strong, but he kept his grasp very light in obvious deference to her. Mabel smiled inwardly. She had a very good grip herself and could probably have made him wince. But of course, she would never do that. She was determined to make a good first impression. So she played her part and delicately returned his handshake.


  “Would you care to sit down, Miss Smith? Can I get you anything?”


  “No thanks. I’m fine. Thank you for asking.”


  Mabel took a seat in one of the two large leather chairs directly facing his desk. The room was very beautiful, continuing the red velvet theme. There was a small silver trolley containing a number of partially filled cut-crystal decanters. Mr. Green slowly walked over to it, stopped and looked at his watch. “Well, it’s just three now. I hope you don’t mind if I partake of a little libation. Are you sure I can’t get you anything?” He smiled at her.


  Mabel thought about it for a moment and decided to politely refuse. She would probably need all of her wits about her. Drinking liquor, which was something she never, ever did, would probably be a very bad idea.


  “No thank you, Mr. Green. It’s a bit early for me,” She hoped that wording wouldn’t insult him. These business negotiations were tricky, and they hadn’t even begun to negotiate yet.


  “No problem, Miss Smith. To each their own.”


  He poured a glass of some brownish liquor and walked back to his desk. He sat and took a small sip. Then he set his glass down and looked directly at her.


  “So what can I do for you, Miss Smith?”


  Mabel gathered up her courage and began.


  “Well, Mr. Green, I am an agent. I…”


  “That much I gathered from my secretary. You do realize Miss Smith, that I don’t regularly meet with agents representing individuals. I leave those decisions to my managers. I give them wide latitude…”


  “Yes, that makes sense, Mr. Green. I suppose I didn’t properly realize that when I made the appointment. Have I come for naught, then? Will you hear me out?” she asked, hopefully. What did she have to lose?


  “Well, Miss Smith, when my secretary told me that you sounded…rather young for an agent, I was intrigued. It’s certainly rare enough to hear of a female agent. It is doubly rare to hear of a young one, if you’ll forgive me. Women only began voting a few years ago. It’s difficult to handle so much change so quickly.”


  Mr. Green spoke with a disarming casual frankness that Mabel found infectious. Maybe this would turn out alright after all. She relaxed a bit.


  “Well, I suppose that…” she started.


  He interrupted her. “Miss Smith, where exactly is your office?”


  “In downtown L.A.” She gave him an address near Uncle Murray’s building. The area wouldn’t be high profile enough to bear close scrutiny.


  “I see. Yes, I know the area around there a bit. If you don’t mind my asking, how did you get your start in business?”


  My goodness. He was certainly going to make her work for this. Thankfully, Mabel had prepared the answers to these questions in advance. After all, she wanted her story to be believable.


  “I inherited it from my father. He became ill a few years ago and I took over for him at his wish,” she said, trying to look brave.


  “Very admirable,” he said, nodding. “Family matters to you then. I like that.”


  “Certainly, Mr. Green. I should imagine that…”


  “Well, Miss Smith, what in particular brings you here today?” He raised the glass to his lips and took a deep swallow.


  Good grief! This man was obviously used to asking questions and getting answers. Mabel had hardly been allowed to finish a single sentence.


  “Well, Mr. Green…” she attempted.


  He interrupted her again. “Excuse me, Miss Smith. Would you mind calling me Sidney? It’s just that when you say Mr. Green, It sounds so formal, don’t you agree?” He grinned at her.


  “Certainly…Sidney,” Mabel said carefully.


  The way he was handling this conversation was making her feel a bit childish. It wasn’t that he was rude. In fact, it was quite the opposite. He was so calm and in control that she seemed young and foolish in comparison. Oh well, there really was nothing else for it. She had to go on.


  She began again. “I represent a number of child actors and actresses. Several months ago, I picked up a new client. I asked for her previous experience, and she indicated to me that she had worked at one of your theatres for a couple of years…the Aurora?”


  “Yes,” he said expansively. “The Aurora is one of mine. My father bought it ’09, if I remember correctly. Bill Hodgeman runs it now. He’s been with us for years.”


  Mabel almost grimaced at the mention of Mr. Hodgeman’s name. She remembered the completely frustrating phone call in perfect detail.


  “Ahem, well…Sidney…after talking to my client, it became clear to me that she had been, er...‘released’ by the Aurora a few months earlier. It wasn’t clear to her exactly why. She loved her job there and asked me if there was any possibility she might regain it. I told her I had no idea what the particular circumstances were, but that could I could certainly inquire.”


  Mabel finished up. “So that is why I am here today.”


  Mr. Green picked up his glass and raised it to his lips, finishing it with one long gulp. He rose from his chair and showed her the glass.


  “I am going to have another, Miss Smith. Can I get you something? Would you mind if I used your first name?” He walked over to the trolley.


  “That would be fine,” she said, timidly.


  Was this normal? Do business people talk to each other like this at their first meeting? Mabel felt a little uncomfortable, but she was not really a business woman, so she had no idea what was proper.


  “It’s Mabel,” she said shyly.


  “Mabel…Smith” he said, his back still towards her. “I like it. A good name. A solid name.” Then he turned to her shaking his glass just a bit.


  “Mabel, are you positive I can’t get you anything?”


  Her throat did feel a bit dry. “Perhaps some water, if you would be so kind.” She touched her hand to her throat to indicate thirst.


  “Certainly, certainly,” he said grandly. “It’s the least I can do.”


  Mr. Green poured some water into a fresh glass.


  “So Mabel, who is this mystery client of yours? This child actress. I will warn you: I am not involved in every personnel decision. As I mentioned, my managers have wide discretion…”


  Mabel cleared her throat. “Her name is Darla Darling.”


  She saw his shoulders immediately tense. He knew the name, apparently. Oh no. Well, Darla was nothing if not memorable.


  “Darla…Darling…I see…” His voice changed. He no longer sounded quite as genial.


  Mr. Green walked over and stood in front of Mabel, between her chair and the front of his desk. He handed her the glass of water. She took a sip. She needed water desperately. The cool liquid immediately perked her up.


  “Do you know her?” Mabel asked innocently. She was half afraid of the answer.


  “Not personally, no.”


  “You know of her, though?”


  “Why yes, indeed I do. You are here to ask for her old job back?”


  “Well, that is the long and short of it, yes,” she admitted. Her cards were on the table now. She felt relieved. The rest would be up to him. Mabel had done her part.


  Mr. Green took a long gulp of his drink and set it down on the desktop behind him. He rubbed his chin thoughtfully and leaned back against the front of the desk.


  “Mabel, can I tell you a story?”


  “Certainly.”


  He glanced up at the ceiling, a faraway look in his eyes. “Mabel, there is a bit of history here, but bear with me. Twenty years ago or so, I started working for my father. I was young and impressionable, an innocent really. My father had installed me at one of his theaters: the Mayfair actually. He gave me the top job there. I was in charge. My father, rest his soul, was a very demanding employer, even more so if you were his son. He sat in this very office in those days.” He looked down at her. “He passed away earlier this year.”


  “I’m very sorry to hear that…Sidney,” Mabel said truthfully. She was oddly moved by his memory. There were obviously some unresolved feelings between father and son. But what could this tale possibly have to do with her five-year-old sister?


  “Yes, thank you. To be brutally honest, Mabel, we were never really that close. He was a hard man to work for and, as I mentioned, he was especially hard on me.


  “A couple of years after I began working at the Mayfair, I met a young woman, one of the performers there. She was a dancer. She was very, very beautiful. I was young, foolish and impressionable, and naturally we fell in love. Regretfully, a child was conceived.


  “ I, of course, wanted to marry her at once. But she had other ideas. She decided to use our relationship against me. She promised to tell my father about us unless I supported her—and her baby. Of course, I had to agree. My father would never have tolerated our relationship. It was unthinkable.


  “But now my father is dead and that chapter of my life, along with her leverage over me, is finished.”


  Mabel was positively confused. “That sounds awful, Sidney, but I’m not sure what it could possibly have to do with Da…”


  Mr. Green looked at Mabel.


  “My blackmailer’s name was…Anne. Anne Darling.” He said “Darling” with obvious loathing.


  Mabel blinked and her mouth opened. What he was saying didn’t make any sense to her at all. Anne Darling? Mom? Mabel knew that her mother had been a performer—a dancer. She let things slip about those days from time to time. She hadn’t ever really seemed to want to talk about it much and Mabel had never really pried. She could tell there was considerable pain associated with those days. Was Mr. Green trying to say that her mother had been blackmailing him? Mabel did some quick mental math. For almost eighteen years? It made absolutely no sense whatsoever. She suddenly felt dizzy. It can’t be right. How could her mother have kept a secret of this magnitude from Mabel for her entire life.


  Her life… Mabel’s entire life. Irrevocably, her mind began to make connections. She swallowed hard, her throat immediately as dry as a desert. The money that had always been mysteriously there. Her mother’s strange, unexplained trips to the post office. How could Mabel have been so stupid?


  But wait. None of this made any sense. Darla was only five. She couldn’t possibly be Mr. Green’s daughter. It made no sense whatsoever. The child he was talking about would be Mabel’s age by now. O dear God! Horror closed in around her. Her mind trembled. Oh Lord, no! It wasn’t Darla.


  It was me.


  Her mother’s cruel words at Thanksgiving instantly came back to her. You started all of this. You were the biggest mistake of my entire…


  She, Mabel, her existence, was the event that had changed her mother’s fortunes. Her mother would have only been…Mabel did a quick calculation: seventeen. She would have barely been a woman. This man…he would have been nearly twenty-five years old! Who had taken advantage of whom?


  Mabel looked up at Mr. Green. He was still talking. She hadn’t heard anything he’d been saying. She forced herself to tune back in. She had to keep her roiling emotions in check. She was here for Darla. But there was something else. She was missing something.


  “…so of course, I couldn’t have that child working in one of my theaters, now could I, Mabel. You understand, I’m sure. Please don’t take it the wrong way. Certainly, we can still be friends, can’t we?” He smiled broadly, oblivious to her internal turmoil. He leaned in close to her and put his hand gently but firmly on one of her knees. He was close enough that she could smell his breath. He stank of whiskey.


  “You are very pretty, Mabel,” he whispered in her ear.


  Her horror and revulsion were instantaneous. She picked up his hand and pushed him firmly backwards. “Mister Green!” She gritted her teeth and hissed at him in a fierce whisper. “‘That child’ is my sister!”


  Mr. Green abruptly leaned back against his desk. The look on his face turned from awkward surprise at her rebuff, to complete and total confusion. He looked at her and gulped, his eyes going wide as he worked through the implications of her words.


  But Mabel was still missing something obvious.


  Mr. Green looked her up and down in total disbelief.


  “But that...it...can’t be,” he said pitifully. He raised his arms as if to protect himself from her words. It looked like he might run and hide behind his desk at any moment.


  Mabel was suddenly disgusted. She could hardly believe this was the same man who had been so confidently in charge just a few moments ago. This man was a weasel!


  His look of shock deepened. “But wouldn’t that mean I’m…your f-fa...,” he sputtered, trying to force the word out.


  Mabel blanched. Oh dear God! Her father! Of course, how could she have have been so stupid? That was the final piece of the puzzle. She looked at his hair. It was the same color as hers. The very same shade of brown. And even though his eyes were wide with terror, she could still see the family resemblance. It was unmistakable: his resemblance to...her.


  Rage and horror bloomed in Mabel’s chest. She stood abruptly and leveled her finger at Sidney Green.


  “You! Don’t you dare say it,” she hissed, “You ‘sir’, are not my father! I have no father.”


  Hot tears ran down her cheeks as she turned and fled from the room.


  


  In a daze, Mabel got off the bus and started walking down the street. She was still replaying the conversation with her father in her mind. She stopped. No! Not my father. He was never my father! A father is someone that loves you and cares for you. Sidney Green could never be that. He was a loathsome, small-minded man. It seemed he was also a serial abuser of young women. Disgusting…


  Mabel continued walking, not caring where she went. She carried a crumpled handkerchief in both hands she had been using to blot her tears. Tears? This was definitely the worst day of her life. But wait! Hadn’t she just said that about Thanksgiving? How had her life become so horrible in such a short period of time?


  Mabel had gone to Sidney Green’s office in an innocent attempt to regain employment for her sister. She had left with a gaping hole in her heart. She felt like she might be sick at any moment. What had her mother been thinking? How could she have become involved with such a…shabby lecher? Mabel felt more tears coming and did her best to calm down. She was on a public street after all.


  Public street? She stopped and looked around.


  Where was she? She was on Main Street. Darn it. She had gotten off at the wrong stop.


  Mabel looked across the street. There was Smith’s. She sighed. It was no surprise she had unconsciously made her way to the grocery store. This was the one place where Mabel felt in control of her life. Here, she did what she said she could do. Here, she delivered what was promised. Here, the people liked and respected her.


  Mabel looked at the store front. She saw Charles inside of the front window doing something. It looked like he was attempting to paint something on the inside of the glass. Mabel panicked. I must look a fright! She needed to get out of here and quickly. Then he looked up and noticed her. Oh dear. He smiled and waved at her, motioning for her to come closer: too late to flee now.


  Mabel crossed the street, trying to push away her gloom. Taking a deep breath, she smiled and waved to Charles. As she got closer, she saw that he had a small brush in his hand. He had been attempting to touch up some lettering that Mabel herself had painted on the inside of the glass earlier in the week.


  Charles looked at his work and shrugged unhappily. Then he looked back at Mabel and held up his finger, asking her to wait. He stood up straight. Goodness, wasn’t he tall! She felt color rising in her cheeks.


  Charles hurried to the front door and opened it, sending the little announcement bell jingling.


  “Hiya, Mabel!” he said. “What are you doing down here on your day off?”


  “Hello, Charles,” she said. “I’m just walking. The day is so nice, I just felt like walking.”


  “I can certainly understand that. Well, as you can probably see, I am not having much luck updating your magnificent work.” He motioned to the window.


  “Nonsense, Charles!” she said, smiling coyly. “You did a beautiful job. But, you might just want to read it once from this side.” She felt her mood lightening.


  Charles cocked his head and looked at what he had painted. He read it several times, then he slapped his palm against his forehead.


  “Oh my goodness! I wrote the letters backwards! That won’t do at all! That never happens when you do it,” he said sheepishly.


  She laughed lightly and took the brush from his hand. “Here, let me.”


  He looked at her, horrified. “On your day off, Mabel? No, I won’t have it!”


  “Don’t be silly, Charles. It’ll only take a second. Watch.”


  Mabel entered the store and walked to the window. She picked up a rag, dipped it in water and cleaned off the offending paint. Then she carefully lettered it again, using her well-earned skill at writing backwards. She had done it many times before—on this very window, and had become quite adept at it. After she finished, she went outside and rejoined Charles.


  “Perfect,” she said.


  Charles took the brush from her. He kept her hand for a moment and looked into her eyes.


  “Yes, you are perfect.” Then he leaned over and kissed the back of her hand.


  Mabel’s mouth opened and a small sigh escaped her lips before she could stop it. Color rushed to her cheeks.


  “Well now!” she exclaimed, trying to catch her breath. “Not true Charles, but thank you. You’re not half bad yourself!”


  His kind gesture after such a horrible couple of days made her feel positively light-headed. She felt her eyes filling with tears again. She desperately tried to blink them away.


  Her looked at her closer. “Mabel, is everything alright? Are you okay? I, I didn’t mean…” His voice was filled with warm concern.


  She shook her head and smiled up at him. “No, Charles you’re fine. It’s just that I’ve had a really bad day today—up until now, that is. I’ll be okay.” She paused. “Charles, I…thanks for asking. It means a lot to me.”


  Charles gently let go of her hand. “No Mabel, thanks for your help. I really appreciate it. Now go finish the rest of your walk and I’ll see you next time you come in, alright?”


  She nodded. “Yes, Charles. I’ll see you very soon.”


  


  Mabel walked slowly back home. She had never felt so miserable and so happy at the same time. She had no idea it was even possible to have these two feelings simultaneously.


  As she stood on the front porch, she raised the hand Charles had kissed to her nose and inhaled deeply.


  She smiled and closed her eyes. She would be okay.


  
    [image: The Runaway]
  


  The Runaway


  Darla sat cross-legged on her bed. Her mother was in the kitchen ranting as usual. Mabel was arguing with her—as usual. How had this become the normal state of affairs at seven o’clock in the morning?


  Darla felt her family’s sanity draining away, one horrible morning at a time. The house used to be so peaceful early in the day.


  Darla would come out from her bedroom just as the sun was peeking over the distant hills. The early light would be mellow gold, coating everything like honey. She would immediately go to the living room. As she crossed the room, small dust motes would swirl, illuminated by the brilliant glow of the morning sun. She would sit cross-legged on the old couch and just be. She would watch the dust and listen to the soft sounds around her while her brain woke up. A screen door would open and close. Delivery men would move quietly through the streets making their early morning rounds. The occasional horse could be heard clip-clopping softly as it pulled a wagon. Cars, their engines rhythmically chugging, slowly rolled down the street.


  The early morning was Darla’s time. The world turned slowly around her. Then, after her silent period of contemplation, Darla would get her crayons and pencils out and draw for a bit.


  But not anymore.


  Mabel normally got up a few minutes later. She would go straight to the kitchen and begin preparing for the day. She would be in constant motion, just like a ballerina. Darla had seen ballet dancers before, when she worked at the theatre. She had been amazed at how beautiful and graceful they were. Every movement was considered, perfected, and oh so very beautiful. That was Mabel in the morning.


  But not anymore.


  The “Mabel breakfast ballet” would be fully under way in the kitchen and Darla, her living room ritual finished, would go there to get something to eat. A holy stillness pervaded the entire house as these regular rituals were observed with dignity and grace.


  But not anymore.


  Today Darla sat in her gloomy bedroom, which didn’t get any direct light at all until the afternoon. She sat there by herself. She sat and she listened to the endless fucking fighting.


  How had this started?


  It had started with her mother’s sleepless nights. Before the problems began, Darla’s mother just slept the morning away, often not rising until early afternoon unless there was some kind of reason.


  Then one morning a week or so ago, Darla went to the living room to begin her daily meditation. But her mother was already on the couch? Yes, there she was, in her night gown, reading a magazine and smoking a cigarette.


  Instead of lazy morning light and glittering motes of dust, Darla was assaulted by the sickening smell of cigarette smoke. Ever since Darla had posed with the chicken, the smell of cigarette smoke had made her slightly nauseous.


  Her mother didn’t usually have her first cigarette until noon at the earliest. That smell at this time just seemed sacrilegious to Darla. She stood there, her nose wrinkled in total disbelief. Hey lady, you are invading my space!


  Her mother, of course, was completely oblivious. Her morning salutation to Darla had consisted of: “What are you lookin’ at?”


  That was it. Then her mother went right back to reading and smoking.


  So instead, Darla had tried going to the kitchen, but that was no good either. The light was all wrong and besides, the kitchen was Mabel’s spot in the morning. She was the prima ballerina here. Darla quickly got underfoot and Mabel asked her if she would mind coming back in a half-hour or so. Temporarily defeated, Darla went back to her room. Where else could she go? What else could she do?


  So that’s where things stood today. It had been like this for an entire week. This interruption of her daily routine made Darla mad. She was flexible, but the apartment was a small place for so many people. Finding a private spot that wasn’t your bedroom was difficult for all of them. Darla felt especially bad for Mabel, who had been forced to share a bedroom for years, first with Darla and now with Jimmy. It had to be that way and everyone knew it. Darla’s mother was not responsible enough for the job, even though Jimmy was her damn kid.


  Darla mused that if there was a heaven, Mabel was surely going there. She marveled at Mabel’s ability to do what needed to be done without complaint. Darla used to think that Mabel was a milksop with no spine. It was hard for Darla to admit, but she had been dead wrong. Mabel was the bedrock that held their entire family together and Darla loved her and admired her for it. She also realized that Mabel was on her side in almost everything.


  Yes, the mornings this week had been lousy, but that was not the only problem.


  Due to her sleep issues, her mother was becoming increasingly crazy. She could often be overheard in her room muttering to herself. These were not the short pep-talks that everyone gave themselves from time to time. These were arguments, full scale monologues: soliloquies! It was as though her mother had multiple personalities, all vying for her attention. Darla found this deeply creepy. It gave her the willies.


  Her mother had also grown increasingly crabby. She was constantly badgering Darla. Darla, do this. Darla do that. Constant haranguing. It was driving Darla slowly fucking mad. Of course, her mother hadn’t given up going out at night. She would have several drinks at the house and then go out until all hours. No wonder she was having sleep problems. Darla tried to mention this, but was told to shut up. Everyone hated the messenger.


  But on this morning, Darla had finally had it. She was sick of being a prisoner in her bedroom. She decided to plot her escape. She had to get out of this fucking house.


  The problem was, she had no idea how to go about it. Darla had seen movies where little kids ran away from home and she really wanted no part of that. They would pack up some inadequate portion of their belongings, tie them in a scarf and then attach the entire bundle to a stick, which was invariably placed on the shoulder. Then the runaway began whistling a catchy tune. These runaways never seemed to be in a hurry. They would amble over to the train yard and take the next train out of town. Darla wasn’t sure why she never saw any girls on these trips. Didn’t girls ever run away? Maybe it was against the law to show a girl running away? Darla assumed it was so because she never saw any—at least not in the movies. Darla didn’t like the idea of leaving the house not knowing where she was going, with all of her belongings stuffed in a stinking hankie. Fuck that.


  So Darla sat on her bed and considered.


  Maybe the best course was just to leave. Go live somewhere else. Maybe one of her friends would take her in? Butch or Emma? Of course, either one would want to take Darla in, but she would need to pitch the idea to their parents too. It really wouldn’t be up to the kids, would it?


  Could she even handle Emma’s house for an extended period of time? It was so pink. She wouldn’t last ten minutes in that place without embarking on a major redecorating campaign. That might not go over too well.


  What about Butch’s mom? Darla had often fantasized that Mrs. Williams was her real mom. In fact, she was the greatest mom Darla had ever met. But Darla had been inside their house and there wasn’t any spare room there at all. Darn it.


  What about Grandma? Would she take Darla in? Of course she would, but it was a really long trip. Darla had no way to get there on her own. Walking was not an option. She could reach Butch and Emma’s house on foot, but not Grandma’s. And her grandmother didn’t drive, so she couldn’t even come and pick Darla up. It really wasn’t fair that Darla couldn’t drive. She knew that if she could reach the pedals, she would be an even better driver than Mabel or her mother.


  Okay, so what were some other alternatives?


  Maybe Darla could make her mother to leave? No. Darla immediately shelved this idea. Her mother was a lot bigger than she was and probably wouldn’t take kindly to being asked to leave her own house. She should, though. Darla knew the house would function much better without her here.


  Other variations on this theme: get her mother to go on a long vacation or get her to move in with someone else. Could that be done? Darla considered. The problem was that she had no idea who her mother could live with (or who could live with her). Darla knew her mother didn’t think very highly of her brother Murray. But that made sense to Darla. It was only natural for people to hate Murray. He was a total fucking idiot.


  No, none of these ideas were great.


  Could Darla get her mother married so she would move out voluntarily? The problem there was Darla had no idea how to accomplish such a thing. She was way too young to understand love between grown-ups. Heck, she felt weird just holding Butch’s hand for ten minutes. Besides, would that even solve the issue? Her mother would invariably choose an asshole on her own and that could end up being worse than things were now. Darla could try to choose for her…but how? Darla had never really thought about matchmaking before. She had a funny feeling it might be harder than it looked.


  Darla decided that the most reasonable course of action would be for her, Darla to leave, not her mother. That was the only way to insure the minimal amount of fuss. But where to go? What would the Our Gang kids do in this situation? What would Mickey and Ernie do? They were the brains of the outfit, after all. They would probably build some fantastic tree house or a fort somewhere that they could live in. It would have all kinds of cool levers and ropes and doors—and a working elevator, all powered by a real donkey. But Darla knew the Gang was in a special situation. They had a full crew of trained carpenters at their disposal with the stories being made up and all. Living in a fictional world was certainly easier than living in the real one.


  Wait! What about the attic? The house they lived in had a big attic. It ran almost the entire length of the building. Darla had been up there a couple of times. She could set up a little place to live there. Once she had followed her mother up there. It was really dusty and, worst of all, very hot. Her mother had explained to her that in a large house the hot air rises up to the top and that’s why the attic was so hot. So, Darla could stay there, but there would extremes of temperature. That would be very inconvenient indeed.


  Then another idea occurred to her. What about the apartment downstairs? It had been empty for a couple of months. Her mother kept saying it would probably be empty for a while. Apparently, the rental market was “soft,” whatever that meant. It didn’t mean anything to Darla. She felt safe ignoring most grownup things. If she needed to know something, she would just figure it out later. Well, whatever the cause, the apartment downstairs was temporarily empty.


  Perfect! It was decided. Darla would move downstairs today.


  She jumped down from her bed and went to the closet, lifting her small overnight bag from a shelf. She brought it over to the bed and opened it. Then she went to her dresser and rifled through the drawers, taking what she thought she would need. Before closing the suitcase, Darla opened the door to her room and went next door to the bathroom to pick up her toothbrush, a small towel, and a bar of soap.


  As Darla passed the kitchen door, she could hear Mabel and her mother arguing.


  “Mom, Uncle Murray really failed Darla... maybe this Mr. White can help? I really don’t see how...”


  “Mabel, will you mind your own business, please! As far as I am concerned, Murray is still legally Darla’s manager, even if she did try to choke him to death!”


  “You won’t even talk to him?”


  “I am not talking to some stranger that Darla met on the damn street! That child…”


  Darla frowned. She had asked her mother again yesterday if she would meet with Mr. White, but her mother wouldn’t hear of it. She was such a bitch. Darla figured now she was just saying no to say no. She didn’t want Darla to have anything, ever. Well, fuck that. I’m outta here!


  Darla went back to her room and packed up her toiletries. Satisfied, she closed her suitcase and pulled it off the bed. Then she walked up to the kitchen door and pushed it open dramatically. Both Mabel and her mother swiveled their heads to look at her. Her mother’s mouth was open in mid-word. She had raised her arm, her index finger pointing straight up in the air, making a point.


  They both looked at Darla and her suitcase. They both frowned at the same time. Darla cleared her throat.


  “I’m leaving. Living in this house stinks and I’m not putting up with it any longer. If you need me, I’ll be downstairs. I have decided to live there for the rest of my life. Please knock before you come in.”


  Darla grabbed the door frame to pull it closed, but she paused.


  “Oh, and by the way Mother, Uncle Murray is dead, at least to me. I buried him at the park.”


  Then she closed the door before either of them could react or say anything mean. She strode down the hall to the front door, walking a little more loudly than was absolutely necessary. She lugged her suitcase down the steps to the front door of the apartment downstairs. The door was unlocked. She turned the knob, opened the door, and went inside.


  Then she closed and locked the door from the inside.


  She was free!


  


  It was pitch black outside. Darla yawned, sleepy. Not only had her evening of “freedom” been completely boring, but she had almost starved to death as well.


  In her haste to leave her old life, Darla had totally forgotten she would need to eat. How lame! But she refused to go back upstairs on general principle. How embarrassing would it be if the runaway went skulking back for food? In the end, Darla had been saved by Mabel’s maternal instincts. She must have realized Darla left without food, and after dinner she brought a plate of fried chicken downstairs. Of course Darla was chagrined, but she had gladly accepted the gift with as much grace as she could. Well, at least Mabel wouldn’t let her starve. That was good to know.


  Darla yawned again. Yes, she had gained her freedom, but she still needed sleep. She decided not to try and stay up all night. What was the point? If you have freedom, you are still free to sleep, right?


  She sat in the corner of the living room on a makeshift bed of pillows, again thoughtfully provided by Mabel. Darla sighed. Some runaway she was turning out to be.


  The downstairs apartment was laid out identically to the Darling’s apartment upstairs. Every room was an eerie, empty doppelgänger of the one above it. It was a little creepy, and in the end, Darla had chosen to stay in the living room, because it was closest to the front door.


  Darla got up and flicked off the light switch. Thankfully, the room did not become completely dark. There was a powerful street lamp outside their house and its yellowish light could be seen through the brown paper shades that Darla had lowered on the big living room windows. The street light gave the room a dim glow that was almost enough light to draw by, but Darla had no intention of trying that now. She really was tired. Besides, she didn’t have any art supplies with her either, yet another oversight. Sigh.


  Darla slipped in between the two blankets and put her head on the pillow. This bed was not nearly as soft as her real bed, but it was much better than the bare floor would have been. She said a silent thanks to Mabel.


  Darla let her mind wander, thinking about the afternoon. She heard some footsteps upstairs as she lay there. Probably her mother or Mabel doing grownup stuff. If it was Mabel, she was probably cleaning or straightening up. Without Darla up there she would have a lot less to do. That thought made Darla smile and pretty soon she was snoring softly.


  


  Darla opened her eyes. Had she heard a sound? She sat up. The living room was filled with the same soft, golden glow as before.


  Tap, tap, tap.


  Darla heard a sound coming from the middle of the three, large living room windows. It was a very soft sound, almost like a fingernail tapping. Darla could see the silhouette of something outside the window.


  Tap, tap ,tap.


  There it was again. Darla got up and slowly walked over to the window. She reached out and lifted the shade up. She was startled to see the dark head of a huge, black bird, its eye looking right at her. The bird had to be at least three feet tall. It was almost as tall as she was.


  Oh no, not again! Darla had been dreaming about these birds for weeks. It was beginning to get tiresome.


  Tap, tap, tap. Again the big bird tapped on the glass with its beak.


  What was she supposed to do? Darla really wasn’t sure. Should she ignore it? She really didn’t want to go outside for another walk on the inky roads. She yawned.


  Should she try to figure out what the thing wanted? Before these weird dreams had started, birds had never wanted anything from her. No, that wasn’t completely true. Sometimes, when they had some stale bread, Mabel and Darla would take it out to their small backyard and crumble it up. Inevitably, birds would come. How they knew it was there, Darla wasn’t sure.


  Anyway, Darla had no food to give this bird. She looked over at the plate of chicken bones and figured she better not offer those to it. It just seemed wrong somehow.


  Well, she had to do something. Using both of her hands, she raised the window sash. These windows were old, like the ones upstairs, but they were well oiled and balanced. The window squeaked, rising slowly. She opened it about a foot. That should be enough to see what the damn thing wanted.


  The her great surprise, the bird stuck its head completely through the opening. Then it opened the window even more. God, this thing is strong! Darla backed up, a little nervous.


  The bird squeezed itself into the living room, losing a couple of feathers in the process. They floated gently to the living room floor. Then it just stood there, looking at her.


  “Er, Hullo, Mr. Dream Bird,” she said nervously. “Is there, um, something I can do for you?”


  The bird did not reply, not that Darla had expected it to. It was a bird after all. It showed no sign that it had heard her.


  It began to walk purposefully towards the arch that led to the hallway—just like the one in their living room upstairs. Darla figured she was supposed to follow it, so she did.


  The bird made a left and then a right at the end of the short hall, continuing towards the back of the house. It didn’t seem to be in a hurry at all. It stopped at the last door on the left, which upstairs, would be the room Mabel and Jimmy shared. The bird pushed the door open with its beak. The door opened wide, and the bird walked in.


  Darla scurried to the doorway and watched it. The bird strode to the center of the room and turned to face her. Then it began to do something very odd. It started raising and lowering its wings while, at the same time, it began to rotate using its feet to turn around in a circle. It squawked softly.


  Darla looked up. An image began to form just below the ceiling. It was very difficult to see clearly back here. The room was quite dark, only lit by the ambient glow of the street light at the front of the house.


  She squinted. There seemed to be two rings forming out of what looked like pastel colored mist. Each ring floated, spinning slowly. There was a red ring and slightly below it, a smaller blue ring. It looked like the rings were made up of something very small—something flying. Yes! The rings were made up of tiny birds. A tiny flock, all flying in the same direction. Darla could see the colored rings were slowly spiraling up to merge with the ceiling above. Then all at once, the tiny flock flew right up through the ceiling. How very strange.


  Darla looked at the bird in amazement. It stopped turning and regarded her. Then it began to walk again.


  The bird walked past her at a leisurely pace and continued back down the hall, stopping at the next door. This was the room below Darla’s. It used its beak to push the door open and walked to the center of the room. It did its strange dance again, only this time the circle was orange. A flock of sweet little orange birds climbed towards the ceiling and merged with it. Darla thought this was great fun. Bravo, Mr. Dream Bird!


  As before, the bird left the room and continued back down the hallway. It stopped in front of another door. It was the door to the room directly below her mother’s room.


  This door was shut tightly. Darla waited, but the bird made no attempt to open it. The bird looked directly at the door knob, regarding it with silent intent. Maybe the bird needed help to open the door? It would certainly be easier for Darla to do it with her fingers. She reached towards the knob, but the bird moved forward to intercept her, snapping half-heartedly at her hand.


  “Hey!” Darla said, pulling her hand back. The bird had not actually bitten her. It seemed more like a warning.


  Darla considered. “Aren’t you going to show me what’s inside there?”


  The bird turned its huge head to look at her. It had a strange look in its eye, a knowing look. It shook its head from side to side.


  Her mouth dropped open. She was incredulous. “You’re not?”


  It shook its head again. Darla was confused by the apparent contradiction. Then she had an inspiration.


  “Will you let me see inside if I agree to your terms?”


  The bird blinked, tilting its head. It seemed to be considering her offer. Then it nodded.


  “Okay. Let me see. Will I like what I see in there?” she asked tentatively.


  The bird looked at her with its piercing eye and shook its head forcefully.


  “Ohhh, I see. You will show me what’s inside there on the condition that I know I won’t like it?” she asked, finally working it out.


  The great bird nodded its head.


  Darla cleared her throat and said formally, “Okay Mr. Dream Bird, I would like to see what’s inside this room, even though I know I will not like it.”


  The bird reached out and grabbed the door knob with its beak, twisting it decisively. The latch clicked and the door opened. Using its big head, it pushed the door forcefully, causing it to swung inward until it bounced gently off the wall behind it. Then the bird entered.


  The room was bare, without furnishing, just like all of the others. Although, it was brighter than the others due to the window that faced the front of the house. Nothing seemed out of place.


  The bird walked to the middle of the room and began its dance. But this time there was something different in its manner. Darla sensed a pensiveness, a reluctance. As the bird rotated, it twisted its head and looked up at the ceiling.


  As before, Darla saw a ring form near the ceiling. But this ring was inky black.


  Darla moved closer to get a better look. She saw shapes floating in the black ring, but they were hard to make out. Then the shapes resolved themselves and Darla saw that there were bats and vultures and other twisted things. The ring began to rotate faster and faster.


  Unlike the other rings, this one was not moving up towards the ceiling. It was moving down towards the great bird. The bird was spinning quite rapidly now, flapping its wings and looking distinctly nervous. The ring began to form a funnel cloud that slowly, inexorably, reached down towards the floor.


  It’s heading directly for the bird! Darla stepped back, horrified. “Hey!” She tried to yell, but the wind was really picking up now and her words were swallowed by swirling cyclone.


  As the vile vortex reached downward, it began to engulf the bird, who squawked plaintively and vainly tried to wriggle out of the way. But it was no good. Darla watched, unable to move. In a moment, the bird was completely overwhelmed by the swirling cloud. She saw the bats and carrion things laughing as they writhed inside the sickening circle. The wind began to speed up as the end of the funnel became a point, just above the floor. The hair on Darla’s head whipped about in the strong gust. She backed up another step, afraid that she too might be sucked in. As the point of the hideous tornado disappeared below the floor, it made a sick, wet slurping sound and then: poof! It was gone, leaving no trace of the bird, except for a few large feathers which floated gently to the floor.


  Darla trembled. It was now completely silent. All of the sound had been sucked out of the room.


  Besides the stray feathers, the only thing remaining was a small, sickly-looking puddle on the floor. Darla squatted down and dipped her finger into it cautiously. She brought it up to her nose and sniffed hesitantly. There was a smell, but Darla couldn’t quite identify it. It was out of place here, but she knew she had smelled it before. Slowly, she touched the end of her finger to her tongue. Then it hit her like a ton of bricks and she gasped.


  I know what it is! She also knew what she had to do. Tomorrow morning she was moving back upstairs. There is no time to lose! She had been given a mission of the utmost importance.


  And apparently, it was life…or death.
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  It’s a mistake


  Darla opened her eyes and yawned.


  For a moment, she had no idea where she was. Then she felt the hard wood floor beneath her and remembered. She was in the apartment downstairs.


  Oh my God, what a night. She felt like she hadn’t slept at all. She remembered the huge bird and the strange trip down the hallway.


  Darla hadn’t really understood until she had entered the last room. It was so obvious now in retrospect. Each room they had visited was directly below the room where they—her family, lived upstairs. The last and most important room was underneath her mother’s room. The poor bird (she swallowed hard replaying its fate in her mind) had been right to warn Darla. Her mother was in serious trouble. They all were. Darla could hardly believe what had happened in there. It was horrible.


  She sat up and looked over at the living room windows. They were all shut. There were no feathers on the floor. What had she expected? That she had been woken up in the middle of the night by an actual three-foot-tall bird? Well, dream or not, she needed to get back upstairs, pronto. She needed to begin her work.


  Darla stood and gathered together all the items she had brought downstairs with her. It was a very large handful. Two trips might be needed. In the end, she did manage it in one, but she had to knock on the upstairs apartment door with her foot.


  Mabel opened the door. It was early, but since Mabel slept with Jimmy, she got up when he did.


  “Well, thank goodness,” Mabel said, without judgment. “Did you sleep okay? You look a little wiped out. The floor must have been pretty hard, huh kiddo?” Her face showed concern.


  “I’m fine, Sis,” Darla said, breathing heavily from her efforts. “Things have just been too crazy here. I needed a break.”


  Mabel gave her a serious look and nodded her head. “Mom thinks you’re nuts, but I guess you already knew that.”


  “Yeah, well, it takes one to know one.”


  Darla walked down the hallway towards her room. She heard Jimmy cooing and gurgling behind the kitchen door. She looked at her mother’s room as she walked by. The door was closed. That was normal for this time of day, but Darla hardly knew what normal was for her mother after this last week. Come to think of it, Darla actually had no idea what day of the week it was. She had lost all track of time during her ordeal. Well, she would ask Mabel. Mabel always knew what day of the week it was.


  Darla carried her stuff back to her room, pushing the door open with her foot. She dumped it all on her bed and then shut the door. Then she sat down and pondered. She knew what she had to do, but not the best way to go about it.


  The question was this: How do you make someone stop drinking? The vision she had been shown last night had proved it to her. It had spelled it out for any child to see.


  Darla knew that some grownups couldn’t control the amount of alcohol they drank. She had seen this first hand at the Aurora and she had no idea why it happened. What caused it? Was it just laziness and a weak will or something else? She had no idea.


  The dream last night made it all so clear. Her mother was two different people. Sometimes she was a lousy but well-intentioned mother. Other times, she was a monster. When she was drunk, which these days was pretty much every day, she didn’t give a shit about anyone or anything. Mabel knew it. She had heard Grandma mention it too. But Darla herself had never been able to put two and two together. How could you be so close to something and be so blind to it? It was almost like Darla was too close to the situation to see it clearly.


  But what could she do about it? She was just a little kid after all. Well, dammit, she was going to try. She pondered and considered. Then she had an idea. It was a very simple idea, although not without risks. Actually, the risks would be substantial, but Darla had to try. What would it be like to have a real, loving mother? Someone who wasn’t drunk half the day? Well, Darla intended to find out.


  


  Darla walked into the kitchen. Mabel was sitting in her familiar spot, trying to cajole Jimmy into eating some green goo. He was busy playing with his fingers and didn’t seem very interested.


  “Mabel, You wouldn’t happen to know if we have any food coloring do we?”


  “I think so, what do you need it for?” Mabel asked distractedly. She was very intent on getting another spoonful into Jimmy’s mouth.


  Darla tried to sound nonchalant. “Oh, no real reason. I was just wondering. I saw some at Emma’s house and I was wondering if we had any, that’s all.”


  “Well, if we have it, it’ll be in the cupboard over there.” Mabel pointed to a kitchen cabinet to the right of the stove.


  “Oh, okay. Thanks.”


  Darla realized she had better be careful. It would probably be best if Mabel had no idea what was going on. That way, Mabel would not have to lie to her mother if this all went to shit.


  Darla left the kitchen and walked into the living room. She went over to the wastebasket and picked out the rancid primer, which was still there from their last aborted reading lesson. She sat on the couch and pretended to study it.


  After a few minutes, Mabel came out of the kitchen holding Jimmy on her hip.


  “Darla, I’m going to take Jimmy for a walk. Be good for a few minutes? I’ll be back in a half hour or so. Let Mom know where I went if she wakes up, okay?”


  “Sure, will do, Sis!” Darla made a circle with her index finger and thumb and showed it to Mabel.


  “Thanks!” Then Mabel noticed the primer and gave Darla a quizzical look. “Is everything okay, Darla?”


  Darla nodded vigorously and smiled reassuringly. “Yes, absolutely, Sis. Have a nice walk!”


  As soon as Mabel and Jimmy were gone, Darla leapt up from the couch and threw the primer back into the wastebasket. She ran into the kitchen and pulled a chair up to the refrigerator. She opened the cabinet above it. Inside was one of her mother’s stashes of whiskey. She brought down one of the heavy bottles and looked at it. Yuck! She shivered.


  Darla lugged it over to the kitchen table and set it down. She paused briefly. If her mother woke up, Darla would be sunk. She moved the chair over to the cabinet Mabel had indicated earlier. She opened the cabinet and looked around. Nothing. No food coloring. Shit! She stopped looking and reconsidered. Maybe it wouldn’t be necessary. She got down from the chair.


  Darla picked up the whisky bottle with both hands and brought it over to the sink. She opened it up. It was about half full. As she opened it, the nasty smell of hard liquor came leaping out of the bottle, almost overpowering her. Darla climbed onto her step stool and poured almost all of the liquid into the sink. She left about two inches at the bottom of the bottle. She hoped that would be enough to fool her mother. Then she turned on the cold water. She put the whiskey bottle under the stream and filled it to the point where it had been before she emptied it. She smelled the bottle. Not as strong this time, but it was mostly still the same color.


  Darla’s original idea had been to pour out all of the alcohol and to replace it with colored water. But that plan had one big flaw: smell. It wouldn’t smell, or taste for that matter, like whiskey. So instead Darla would water down the alcohol. She had heard about this practice from some of her fellow actors at the Aurora. Apparently, the local speakeasies were famous for it. Hopefully, by watering down her mother’s whiskey rather than replacing it, she wouldn’t realize that anything was wrong. Hopefully. Well, it was better than nothing and Darla had to do something. An innocent dream bird had been sucked into hell and it was all up to Darla now.


  She put the cap back on the whiskey bottle and dried the excess water from the glass with a dish towel. Then she carefully moved the chair back into place and put the bottle where it had originally been. She sniffed the air. Yikes, it smelled like whisky in here now. She went over to the sink and ran the water for a couple of minutes. Then she went over to the kitchen window and opened it. She hoped the fresh air would cut the smell.


  By the time Mabel and Jimmy came back from their walk, Darla was in the living room reading the primer, sounding out words. Mabel took Jimmy to his room, passing through the kitchen. She gave no sign that anything was amiss. Darla sighed, relieved. It looked like she had covered her tracks well enough.


  Just then, the door to her mother’s room opened, scaring Darla out of her skin. Her mother came shuffling out of her room, lighting a cigarette. She walked into the living room and saw Darla.


  “You’re back. Did you miss us?” her mother asked without much humor. She looked like a car wreck: her hair was disheveled and eyes were red slits. Her skin was pasty white and Darla could she her hands trembling.


  “Hi, Mom. Sorry about running away and all,” Darla said, trying to look contrite, something that was not easy for her.


  “Well, you know we do love you, Darla,” her mother said in a tired voice without much feeling.


  “I love you too, Mom,” Darla whispered, frowning.


  


  Ten minutes later, Darla lay face down on her bed. She had actually cried. Darla didn’t get many spankings, but that one had been a doozy.


  She had been so naïve. She should have known better. Her mother was an alcohol professional and Darla was not.


  Her mother had walked from the living room directly into the kitchen and retrieved the bottle of whisky to have an “eye opener,” whatever that was. Apparently, it was a drink before eleven a.m. Darla hadn’t realized just how far down the road to self-destruction her mother had gone. The very idea of it made Darla sick to her stomach.


  Her mother had poured a glass, took one sip and then she had roared! Then she went straight to Mabel, who Darla had purposefully kept out of her plans for this very reason. Mabel told her mother she had no idea what was going on and why would anyone even do such a thing, anyway? Darla heard the commotion and had known immediately what was happening. She had been half-expecting it. Darla waited as her mother walked back to the living room. She stood there, under the arch, the glass in her hand. She pointed to it and raised her eyebrows.


  “Why did you do this?” No accusation, just certainty.


  There was no use in denying it. Who else could have done it, Jimmy? It was ridiculous. This was a “go for broke” venture. Darla either lived or died by this. She was all in. So she looked blankly at her mother and said nothing.


  Her mother walked over, stood Darla up and swatted her three times on the bottom. The first two were awful. The last one brought the tears. But Darla had not yelled or screamed.


  Her mother said tersely, “If you ever do anything like this ever again, young lady. If I ever catch you messing with my stuff, I…”


  “You’ll what, Mom?” Darla asked calmly, looking her mother straight in the eyes. “You’ll kill me? Because of booze?”


  For a moment Darla’s mother looked uncertain, like she was having a teensy moment of doubt. But it passed quickly. She narrowed her eyes at Darla and pointed down the hall. “Get in your room this instant, young lady. You’re grounded!”


  So Darla stoically walked down to her bedroom and threw herself on her bed.


  


  After a while, Mabel tapped lightly at Darla’s door and peeked in. “Hey, are you okay?”


  Darla nodded.


  “Can I come in for a second?”


  Darla nodded again.


  Mabel came inside and shut the door gently. She sat next to Darla, looking very concerned.


  “She’s gone. She went out. She was so mad, Darla. Why did you do that? It was you that did that, right? Were you drinking Mom’s whisky?” Mabel looked confused and horrified. Of course, Mabel would blame herself for Darla’s failing. Like it was her failing as a “parent.”


  “Sis, I didn’t drink it. I dumped it down the sink, exactly where it belongs.”


  “But why, Darla?” Mabel looked very serious.


  “Mabel, I want Mom back. Our real Mom.”


  “Darla, what are you talking about? I know that things have been hard for her lately, but…”


  “No, Mabel, don’t make any excuses for her,” Darla said very firmly. “Our mother has been replaced by someone that treats us like crap! That person is not our mother!”


  Mabel’s mouth dropped open. “Darla! How can you say that, she…”


  Darla cut her off. “No, Mabel. Don’t you see? That woman is not our mother. Do you know why? Because she drinks too much. Much too much! It’s killing her and it’s going to kill us too. Don’t you get it, Mabel? I remember our old Mom. Do you remember? She used to be a nice lady. She read to me. She spoke nicely to us. Please tell me you remember her?” Darla pleaded.


  Mabel hesitated. “Well, now that you mention it Darla, it has been a really tough couple of years for her. Do you really think that it’s the drinking? Is that the cause?” Mabel asked, looking down at her hands uncertainly.


  Darla said, “I think her life didn’t turn out the way she wanted it to. She used to be a dancer or an actress, right?”


  Mabel gulped and nodded.


  Darla continued, “Now, that’s what I do. Maybe she feels like it isn’t fair. But I do know one thing. I know that when she drinks she becomes meaner. Look, living here stinks! Mom’s drinking is a large part of it. I’m sure of it! Sis, we have to make her stop drinking. I’m absolutely sure of it.”


  Mabel looked doubtful. She opened her mouth to speak, but Darla continued, “Sis, if you don’t believe me, call Grandma and ask her. Let’s find out what she thinks, okay? Please? Can we? I’m telling you this right now, Mabel. I am going to do whatever it takes to get our mother to stop drinking. You are either with me or against me.”


  Darla crossed her arms defiantly.


  Mabel looked at the floor, so unsure. Darla knew Mabel hated confrontation. She looked like she was about to cry, so Darla reached over and took her hands and held them. She reached up and turned Mabel’s face towards her’s.


  Mabel sighed. “Maybe you’re right, Darla… Alright, I’ll call Grandma tonight and talk to her. Mom is out. I imagine she’s gone someplace to get a real drink.” Mabel smiled wanly. “We may not see her again until tomorrow. You are right about one thing. We don’t have a real mother anymore, do we?”


  Darla shook her head. “No, Sis, we don’t. I want her back and that’s that.”


  Mabel nodded her head slowly, standing up. “Come have some lunch. Grilled cheese for dinner tonight, I’m afraid.”


  The two of them walked into the kitchen, holding hands. Jimmy was in his high chair. He smiled when he saw Darla.


  He was lucky to be so young.


  


  Mabel hung up the phone in the kitchen. She had just finished talking to Grandma. They had talked for a long time.


  Darla was right. There was a problem and their mother’s drinking was at the core of it.


  To be honest, Mabel had been feeling that something was wrong for some time now. She wondered why she hadn’t been able to put it all together. It had been so subtle. Day by day, little thing after little thing. She wondered if it had been that way for her mother too? Had it been gradual, this descent into, into, what? Overindulgence? Over drinking?


  Another word occurred to Mabel: Alcoholism. Oh my God. Was their mother an “alcoholic?” Mabel had heard this word used, but only in the most dire circumstances. She had a picture in her mind of people being dragged off into the night wearing straight jackets, howling and raving: madness. Dear Lord Almighty. She hoped it wasn’t so.


  Mabel discussed everything that had happened over the past couple of months with Grandma. She had known what Mabel was talking about right away. Grandma revealed that she had already tried talking to her daughter several times on the topic of her excessive drinking, to no avail. Her mother saw nothing wrong with her drinking. Lots of people drank more than her, and they all did just fine. There was nothing wrong with her. Grandma had tried to tell her daughter that the drink changed her, made her nasty. Her mother refused to listen.


  Grandma had even attempted to appeal to her as a law abiding citizen. Alcohol had been outlawed nation-wide four years earlier. The temperance movement had won. Did her mother want to set a bad example for her own kids? But her mother argued that no one paid attention to that stupid law, which was mostly true. Even Mabel knew alcohol was just as easy to get as ever, although the protocols were different.


  Grandma had tried all of the angles.


  After hanging up, Mabel walked slowly to the living room. She saw Darla playing quietly there. She had set up a little tea party and had invited her stuffed animals to join her.


  Mabel smiled. She loved Darla so much. She had only been twelve when Darla was born. At first, there had been some feelings of jealousy and anger at having to share what was left of their mother’s affections. The very idea sounded so petty to Mabel now, but she had only been twelve.


  Then it occurred to her: Darla was right. They no longer had a mother. Their real mother had abandoned her job permanently after Jimmy was born. The “abandoning” itself had happened very slowly. Her mother began to leave after dinner to go “out.” Staying out late naturally impacted her mornings. The later she went to bed, the later she would rise the next day, with the preparation of breakfast and dinner both falling to Mabel. Eventually Mabel took over completely. But it had started so innocently: one step at a time. One drink at a time. Mabel shivered.


  Darla looked up at her. She had a look of thoughtful concentration on her face. A look that Mabel had seen often.


  “How’s the party?” Mabel asked.


  “Good,” Darla smiled, looking at the small table and chairs. “We are having a lovely tea. Teddy is having Earl Grey. It’s his favorite!”


  “Darla, can I talk to you for a minute?” Mabel asked in a hushed tone. “Mom didn’t come back while I was on the phone, did she?” She was hoping for once that their mother wasn’t home early from a night out.


  Darla shook her head. “Nope, she’s still gone.” Her tone of hopelessness stung Mabel. She was too young to be worried about such things. Life just wasn’t fair.


  Mabel sat on the couch and patted the spot next to her, beckoning Darla to sit. “Okay, I just finished talking to Grandma.”


  Darla walked over and sat next to Mabel, looking at her expectantly. “What did she say?”


  “Well, Darla. She agrees with you. Look, I want to apologize for doubting you, it’s just that...” She hesitated, feeling a lump form in her throat. Her eyes blurred with tears. She had hoped to avoid crying for Darla’s sake.


  Darla put a hand on her shoulder. “Sis, don’t worry about it. This all stinks. I understand that, okay?”


  Mabel nodded briefly, looking down at her hands. This was harder than she thought it was going to be. She felt a little silly being comforted by Darla, but she pressed on.


  “Grandma said that we need a plan, a real plan. We all need to confront her, together—Grandma too. Mom needs to understand what her drinking is doing to the family…to everyone that…everyone that loves her.”


  Darla nodded her head. “I agree. That makes sense. I really don’t think Mom has much time, Sis. Don’t ask me why. I really don’t want anything bad to happen to her.”


  Mabel looked at Darla, concerned. “Do you think something bad is going to happen?”


  “Yes, I do.” She looked off into the distance. “Let’s just say that a…bird told me, okay?”


  Mabel nodded. What Darla was talking about? “Alright, if we are going to do this, we should do it sooner rather than later. It would be best for all of us, Mom included. Boy, is she gonna be mad.”


  “Yup,” Darla said. “That’s for darn sure. So will Grandma come here then?”


  “That’s the plan,” Mabel said, sighing deeply. She hoped they knew what they were doing. She would do her part, but Grandma and, weirdly, Darla would have to play starring roles.


  Well, there was only one way to proceed. They would all confront their mother together. She had to listen, she just had to.


  “Darla, I just want you to know that, well, if anything happens to Mom, well, I just want you to know that I will always be here for you, okay?” Her voice trembled and she struggled to get it under control. She really needed to be here for her family, especially now. Darla and Jimmy need me.


  Darla looked into Mabel’s eyes and nodded. Then she grinned. “Don’t worry, sis. It isn’t going to come to that. Everything will be okay.” Darla formed her index finger and thumb into a circle and showed it to her.


  Mabel put her arm around Darla’s shoulder and gave her a hug. “I sure hope so…” she said with a sigh.


  They sat that way for a long time, saying nothing more.
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  You’ve Got a Problem


  The old Ford bounced and rattled on the gravel road.


  Anne Darling drove up the street towards home.


  She had been out most of the afternoon running errands. That and catching a picture, which for her went without saying. Anne took in a picture at least three or four times a week, sometimes every day. Today she had seen the Thief of Bagdad—for the ninth or tenth time. She pictured Douglas Fairbanks with that scarf tied around his head. Lord almighty, he was such a looker.


  Awwwoooogahhh! A car coming from the other direction honked its horn. Anne blinked and realized she had drifted a bit. Mind back on driving.


  But she wasn’t just distracted, she was exhausted. She really needed a drink when she got home. Anne had stayed out late last night, of course. It was a Friday night, after all. She had met her usual gang of friends at “Henry’s,” in one the back rooms intended for regulars. They always went out on Friday nights and sometimes Saturday nights too. Hell, Anne and her friends went out every night they could. But it was easier for most of them. They didn’t have kids and most were younger, much younger, than Anne was.


  God, her head was so foggy. She hated to admit it, but she was really feeling run down. And why, if she was so tired, couldn’t she sleep through the night anymore? Maybe she had been overdoing it a little? Anne was thirty-five years old…but she really didn’t feel like it. More importantly: she really didn’t look like it, either. She still turned heads when she walked by. That was very important to her. If a girl didn’t have her looks, then what did she have?


  Anne could still have any guy she wanted to and she knew it. She had been blessed that way. God gives and God takes away, so the saying goes. She had good looks and she wasn’t afraid to use them. She had three kids to prove it. That part really wasn’t fair. Anne did love them—or thought she did. They weren’t bad kids, but they were so loud and demanding. She went through at least ten bottles of aspirin a month.


  Thank God Mabel was old enough to take care of the other two. It had been a long wait for that day. Not that having children had ever really slowed Anne down. Before Mabel, Anne had used her mother as a sitter and why not? If her mother was willing, why shouldn’t Anne take advantage? Her mother was a grownup. She could have said no if she wanted to. Besides, her mother didn’t have much of a life anyway. It was either babysit for Anne or babysit Anne’s father, who was just as demanding, especially after he fell ill. Anne wondered if her mother and father had moved to the mountains because it was better for Dad, or because they disapproved of Anne’s lifestyle. Well, Anne didn’t give a shit either way. She didn’t miss her mother, and her father was dead. They had never understood her. She did miss the free babysitting, though.


  What Anne really needed to do was to start planning for the future. Sid’s money was gone (damn that bastard) and the bills were piling up. She was doing her best to juggle what little savings they had, but it just wasn’t enough. Anne had never been much of a saver. Real soon now, the Darling family would be flat broke. What would they do for money then? Mabel was old enough to help support the family. Maybe she could get another job? She was still only working part-time at the grocery store. Hmm. Well, her daughters would just have to do whatever it took. Mabel and Darla. Damn Darla for losing her job at the Aurora. That was very inconvenient. The money wasn’t great, but at least it was something.


  Anne figured that if things got bad enough, she might forced to go back to work herself, or better yet, find a rich guy to marry. That had been an ongoing project since Sidney. The problem was that she had these goddamn kids! Every time she met someone interesting they would eventually find out she was the mother of two—now three, and that was the last she would see of them. Not that Anne would be happy with most of the guys she brought home as a long-term material. They were mostly the “here one day, gone the next” type of guys. She only took home the lookers, of course. If you were going to give herself to some guy for free drinks, he might as well be good looking, right?


  The car hit a hole in the road and Anne’s head throbbed in answer.


  God I need a drink! She pictured herself lying in bed with her feet up, drinking some bourbon. Just the image of it relaxed her. She felt so tense. Thinking about money and the lack thereof always did that to her. She felt like everything was getting to be too much. She really needed to make these thoughts go away. Anne knew of no better “forgetter” than liquor. It was a goddamn miracle. No matter how uptight she felt, a good stiff drink would always take care of it—or maybe two…or three. Thank God she at least had that comfort—her only comfort. It was the best cure she had found for these damn headaches. They were nasty, nasty headaches. The kind that lasted all day. Aspirin was pretty much useless against these things.


  It was a funny thing. Anne hadn’t realized what a blessing alcohol was until after they had made it illegal. As far as she was concerned, the entire temperance movement could go to hell. Everyone Anne knew felt that way. Some even said they thought it was great booze was illegal now, because it was even more sweet and naughty, like they were getting away with something while getting loose. Anne had no real opinion on that. All she knew was that she really depended on it now. It was something she had to have in order to feel right. It was logical and natural.


  Then she remembered Darla’s latest antics. What the hell was that little girl up to? She was such a pain in the ass sometimes. The brat had watered down Anne’s bourbon? Did she have any idea how expensive it was to keep liquor in the house? It wasn’t that easy to come by. Of course, you could get it and Anne did, but it wasn’t as easy or as cheap as before. That little bitch had taken it upon herself to do that to her own mother?


  And what had Darla implied? That Anne drank too much? That was a laugh. Anne had friends that really had trouble saying no, but Anne never did. She only drank at night, or well, sometimes in the late afternoon too. Mostly, Anne drank on the weekends. And hardly ever by herself, except at home. Yes, she liked to have some fun, but who didn’t? Anne didn’t see the point in doing anything in a half-assed way. Where was the sense in that? When she drank, she drank until she felt the way she wanted to feel. Getting to that point did take longer and longer as the years went by. Anne didn’t really understand that. She guessed that the body must build up some sort of resistance to it. She really didn’t know.


  Well, Darla had been punished for messing with her stuff. Who the hell was she, to mess around with my liquor? Anne had given her a good spanking for that. Darla had deserved it. Did Anne mess with Darla’s things? No, she didn’t. Kids need to learn respect for their elders. Darla was definitely lacking in that department. God, just thinking about all of this was giving her such a wicked headache. Anne needed that drink the moment she got home.


  Her hand shook as she reached up to massage her temple.


  


  Anne pulled the car into the driveway, the late afternoon sun casting long shadows across it.


  She opened the car door and took her packages from the back seat. Dear God, she was tired and her head was pounding.


  She walked in the front door and closed it with her foot since both of her arms were full. It was strangely quiet. Was Jimmy down for a nap? It would be about the right time. Bless Mabel. At least someone did what they were told to do around here.


  Anne walked past the living room and all thoughts died.


  Sitting on the couch were Mabel, Darla and—her mother? What the hell was going on?


  “Mom?” Anne asked, concerned. “Where’s Jimmy? Is everything alright?”


  Mabel spoke. “Jimmy’s fine, Mom. He’s down for a nap.”


  Mabel had a strange look on her face. She was as pale as a ghost and seemed very nervous. Something is definitely up.


  Anne looked at Darla, who looked straight ahead, avoiding eye contact. What is going on?


  Anne’s mother stood up. “Anne,” she said hesitantly, “we need to talk to you. Right now.”


  What was going on here? Why was her mother here? Anne felt her head about to split open. She needed a drink so badly, she could taste it. What was this?


  “Mom, what are you doing here? How did you get here?” she asked, feeling dizzy.


  “Never mind that, Anne. I’m here for you. You and the girls. They need—we need to talk to you, to tell you…” she trailed off.


  “Alright! What is going on here?” Anne demanded, angered by this unexpected turn of events. All she had wanted to do was to fix herself a drink and put her feet up. What was this nonsense?


  She began to wobble and lose her grip on the two bags she was carrying. Mabel and her mother came over and quickly took them from her. They set them down on the table in the living room. Anne needed to sit, to understand what was going on here. She sank into the big chair opposite the couch.


  “I need a drink…” she said in a pained whisper.


  Darla sat up straight and loudly cleared her throat.


  Anne looked at Darla and said heatedly, “Okay! What is the matter? What is the big secret? Why won’t anyone tell me what’s going on? Darla, was this your idea? What is going on here, young lady?”


  Darla slowly turned her head to look at Anne. She looked sad, but said nothing.


  “Anne,” her mother said. “Listen to me. We need to talk to you as a family. This is going to be hard, but you have to hear this. We, your family, have to tell you this because we love you.”


  Mabel and her mother sat down on either side of Darla. All eyes were on Anne. They all looked so serious.


  “Okay, okay! Enough with the drama! What is the problem? Now you’re scaring me…” Anne said, trying to laugh it off. What on earth was going on?


  “Mom, this is it,” Mabel began hesitantly. “We want you to…” she swallowed, “…to stop drinking. It’s hurting you and it’s hurting our family, too.” Tears began to well up in Mabel’s eyes. “Mom, that’s it. We need you to stop drinking. Today.” Mabel gulped. “Immediately.”


  What? What in the name of good Christ?


  “Mabel, what on earth are you talking about? Have you gone insane? Drinking? This is about me drinking? Why is it any of your business whether I drink or not?”


  Oh God, my head hurts. Anne rubbed at her forehead with her palm. Her hands shook and she felt flush and light-headed. She couldn’t believe what she was hearing. She was so confused.


  Her mother said, “Anne, she’s right, honey. Look at you! You are not well. I’ve known it for some time but I never…oh damn it, Annie. I should have said something to you years ago! I should have insisted. This is all my fault!”


  Mabel put her hand on her grandmother’s shoulder. “Grandma, this isn’t your fault. It just, well, it just is. We have to solve this problem together.”


  Anne could not believe what was happening here. She was being ambushed by her own fucking family! She couldn’t believe it! She started to get really angry.


  “Excuse me! What is this problem that you all think you have to solve?” she sneered.


  “I cannot believe you three think you can tell me what to do! Why should I listen to any of this? Why are you trying to hurt me like this? Is this any way to treat me? I do not have a, a…”


  “Yes, Mom, you do. You’ve got a problem,” a small voice said.


  Everyone looked at Darla, who was now staring directly at Anne, her face holding only absolute certainty.


  “Your drinking is out of control. You are no longer in control of it. If you don’t stop drinking, you will die. You are killing yourself and you are taking us with you.” Darla said this without anger, as a statement of irrefutable fact.


  Anne’s mother said, “Darla is right, Anne.” Her voice was soft now, almost a whisper. “Anne, dear, we love you. We all do.” The girls began nodding softly in agreement. “Please, Anne. Please listen to us. We want you back. The real you.”


  “We do, Mom,” Darla said, barely above a whisper.


  Anne was so confused. She felt a moment of hesitation. She looked at the three of them, so serious and sad. Was she really the cause of it? How could it be? Her lip was trembling, she felt like she was going to burst into tears. But an inner voice wailed: No! She would not—how could they do this to her?


  “This is how you treat me? After all I have done for this family, this is what I get?” Anne asked, in quiet disbelief. Are they right?


  Darla said matter-of-factly, “No, Mom. That’s the whole problem. You haven’t done anything for this family in a very, very long time.”


  This statement caused something in Anne to snap. Her eyes flew open in rage.


  “How dare you! How dare you talk to me like that, young lady! That’s it, I am leaving! You three will not talk to me like this in my own house. I have had it! Enough is enough.”


  Anne stood up and stormed out of the house taking her pocketbook with her. “I will not be talked to like this! I will not!”


  She stormed down the stairs and got back into the car. She pushed the starter and ground the gears, throwing the car into reverse. She was furious and her head hurt so much. She winced from the pain. She needed a drink and she needed it now. They had probably hidden her bourbon, she knew they had. They were all out to get her, she knew it. After all that she had done for them. She had given up her career—her life! All for these fucking ungrateful children. And her own mother was siding with those little traitors. Well that was it. She was sick and tired of it.


  She drove as fast as she dared, heading back towards town.


  


  Anne drove slowly down Franklin Street past “Henry’s.” That was what they called it when they talked about it—if they called it anything at all. There was no obvious signs of life from the outside, but there never were.


  The single-story building itself was extremely nondescript, which was all part of the plan. From the front it looked abandoned. But it wasn’t dilapidated, just unadorned. It was neither too old and shabby or too new and glitzy to attract any attention whatsoever. The front of the plain façade was marked by two small windows, which were always shuttered, and a door: a single, dark door that was never used.


  Anne parked a couple of blocks away, behind a row of houses where other patrons of Henry’s generally parked. She looked around. It was fairly early in the day and she didn’t recognize any of the other cars nearby. She noticed a couple of drifters shuffling around a little further down the block. This wasn’t the best part of town and that occasionally gave Anne pause. But she had never actually been accosted, so she figured it was probably just this side of alright.


  Anne walked up the street and turned down the alley. She walked up to the side door of the speakeasy. The door itself was painted the same color as the surrounding wall. It was actually hard to see if you were just casually looking down the alley. This is where the real action was. She knocked three times on the door.


  After a few moments, a small, recessed panel in the door slid open and a pair of eyes looked out. She recognized them immediately. The door opened and there was Henry. It really was early. At night, there would be someone else manning the door. Henry would be too busy.


  “Anne!” Henry said, surprised. “It’s kinda early for you to show up, in’it?”


  “I know. I guess I’ve had a bit of a tough day, Henry. Can you fix me up?” She tried to put on a brave face and gave him her best smile.


  He looked at her and grinned. “Sure thing. That’s what we do here, right?”


  He turned and led the way down a small flight of steps which twisted a couple of times before stopping at the edge of a large, dimly lit, room. The room was filled with tables of varying sizes, all populated with upside-down chairs. There was no sunlight from the outside at all. It felt they were underground. All of the light in the room came from floor lamps, of which there were quite a few. Anne liked it. It had a cozy feel, especially after a couple of drinks.


  Henry took Anne to a small table in the corner. He took down the two chairs and inverted them, placing them right side up, ready for sitting. He stepped back and pulled a chair out for her in a grand gesture.


  “You are my first customer today, Anne. As such, the first one’s on me.” He grinned at her.


  “Thanks Henry,” Anne said, truly grateful. “The usual, please.”


  “Coming right up.” He turned and left, heading to the bar.


  There was no one else here yet. Anne looked at the clock on the wall. It was half past six. She knew she wouldn’t be alone for long.


  


  Anne rummaged through her bag and found her cigarettes. She lit one, taking a deep drag.


  She looked down at the empty glass in front of her. Why had Henry brought her an empty glass? No, she remembered Henry lifting it from the tray and setting it in front of her—full. Had she really drank it that fast? She barely felt anything at all. Oh my God, she was in such a state.


  Anne caught Henry’s eye and motioned to him. He came around the bar with a bottle of bourbon in his hand. “You better leave it, Henry. I’ve had the mother of all bad days.”


  He looked at her quizzically. “Anne, are you okay? You don’t look so good.” Her hands were shaking. She felt like shit. She needed just a little more, that was all. She took a deep breath and forced herself to pull it together. He looked like he wasn’t going to leave the bottle.


  “Henry, I’m fine,” she said, smiling. “I’ve just had a really rotten day, you know?” She put her hand on his forearm, trying to persuade him she was okay. She felt anything but okay. “Don’t worry about me, silly. Just leave the bottle, you know I’m good for it,” she said trying get him to smile.


  “Okay, Anne, you had me worried there for a minute.” He set the bottle down. “If you need me, I’ll be right over there, okay?”


  “Alright, thanks Henry, but honestly, I’m fine…,” she said, still smiling.


  “If you say so, Anne. The customer’s always right.” He shrugged and walked back to the bar.


  Anne grabbed the bottle and poured another full glass of bourbon. She swallowed it in a couple of gulps. The familiar warmth began to creep up from her belly. There, that’s better. She felt her tension easing. That’s more like it. It felt so good…


  She immediately poured another. Feeling guilty, she glanced over her shoulder at Henry, but he hadn’t noticed. He was busy wiping down some glasses at the bar with a red and white striped cloth.


  


  Anne sat alone, smoking and drinking.


  She found herself thinking about Douglas Fairbanks. He was so damn handsome. You know, he looked just like… another face floated up from her past. Sidney. He looked just like Sid. The old Sid. The Sid from ’06. Anne really had no idea what he looked like now. She hadn’t seen him since then. But he certainly was a looker in those days.


  She thought about the old days at the Mayfair and her life as a vaudeville dancer. She began her career there when she was only fifteen. Her mother had been furious.


  Anne, a wild teenager, had been chafing at her parent’s rules and restrictions for years. It finally became too much for her and she left. She was a beautiful girl, who looked several years older than she was. Anne found it easy to turn that good fortune into a living. The stage needed an endless supply of beautiful young girls.


  Unfortunately, Anne had never been very good at budgeting, even back then. One month, she had found herself in a pickle, needing money for rent that she wouldn’t get until her next paycheck—a week away. She decided, against the “strident” advice of the other dancers, to approach Mr. Green (as she knew him then) for an advance.


  Mr. Green was the manager of the Mayfair. He had a scandalous reputation as a ladies man and it was easy to see why. He was gorgeous. Anne had gone to his office on that fateful day and made a life-changing bargain: a deal with the devil. For a loan of a few bucks she tacitly agreed to an affair with Sidney Green. The other girls thought she was crazy.


  Anne was only sixteen when the affair started. It was certainly not all Sid’s fault. Anne had acquiesced to it. She wasn’t stupid. She had been with guys before. She was a fast girl who liked to smoke and drink and fool around with boys. And they sure loved her. Sidney had been ferocious in his desire for her.


  This train of thought naturally led to her last day at the Mayfair. She had missed her last two periods. She was beginning to feel very, very nauseous after waking up in the morning. She had also gained about ten pound in the last two weeks. Shit. The signs were all there. She was pregnant. There was little doubt.


  She went to Sid, of course. What else could she do? Did he offer to marry her? No, instead he had encouraged her to have the problem “taken care of.” Anne knew what that meant. She had no intention of going anywhere near the type of doctors that did those things. She had heard the horror stories. Girls who wound up dead—or worse.


  Anne had already realized there was no hope that Sidney would make an honest woman of her. So she decided to play her card, her one and only card. She told him she would let his father know about their affair—and about her pregnancy. During their time together, Anne had learned Sidney Green was deeply afraid of his father. The senior Mr. Green owned the chain of theaters Sidney hoped to inherit someday. The Mayfair was just one of them. His son having an illegitimate child with a sixteen-year-old dancer would probably not go over too well. It was her only card, but it was a good card, and Anne knew it.


  Of course Sidney had caved instantly. He was much too much of a coward to stand before his father’s judgement. He agreed to support Anne and their child for eighteen years. That was the deal they made that day. Anne had been living off of this money ever since then. And why shouldn’t she? That’s what it was for, after all. It had come like clockwork, every month, delivered to a post office box, a couple of towns away.


  Except the money wasn’t coming anymore. Shit! Anne couldn’t believe he just stopped paying, especially when they were so close. Mabel was still seventeen for six more months. She was counting on that money.


  September. Anne had gone to the post office after picking Darla up from something. She had gone inside and opened the P. O. box, just like she had for the past seventeen years. The envelope was there, but the usual contents were not. Instead, there had been a single folded up clipping from a newspaper.


  It was an obituary. Sidney’s father was dead.


  He had not even sent a note—the bastard, just the clipping. The clipping meant that Anne’s money had stopped. There was no reason, besides human decency—and his word, to keep paying her child support. It was over, finished.


  Anne looked down at her empty glass and refilled it.


  


  Smoke, lights, and music all mingle together. The party is in full swing.


  Anne is in animated conversation with a guy she’s never seen here before. The bottle of bourbon is long gone. This guy, she can’t remember his name, is trying to charm her, she can tell, and that’s just fine by her. She is feeling a tremendous buzz. He is going out of his way to touch her hand whenever he makes a comment—what a wit he is! He is flirting with her—big time. He’s a looker, too, which is so nice. She feels great and isn’t everything great?


  Anne remembers vaguely being annoyed by something earlier. What was it? Then she remembered! Her mother, Mabel and Darla, had tried to tell her that she drank too much! This actually makes Anne laugh out loud, which startles Mr. Slick here, who is in the middle of trying to make some kind of a point about something that is very important to him. He is waving his cigarette around, grandly gesticulating, his speech slurred. The two of them have smoked a million cigarettes tonight, so many that her throat hurts. This makes her laugh too! Everything is so hilarious!


  Anne looks down at her glass. Now it has something clear in it that isn’t bourbon. How did that get there? Oh yeah, this nice gentleman gave it to her, Mr. Slick. She tries it and it’s great! It isn’t bourbon, but it’s still great. Everything is great! Oh, she loves this buzz and her head is bobbing. There is music playing now and it sounds so great. She’s never heard music this good before. Anne really loves this place and she loves the people and they love her too! Everyone here understands her. Mr. Slick is asking her if she wants to go outside and get some “fresh air.” This makes Anne giggle. She is pretty sure he wants to make out with her. She says it would be great to “go outside for some fresh air” because it really would be great and wasn’t everything great tonight? She really likes this guy and isn’t he a looker too!


  They stand up to go and Mr. Slick puts money down on the table. Enough to cover everything. Isn’t that nice? Anne never has to pay for drinks! Never! Isn’t life grand? She drinks and drinks and guys always buy her drinks. They always do and it’s great, isn’t it? They stand up to go and Mr. Slick puts his arm around Anne’s waist as he leads her towards the door. Hmm, maybe some sweet making out is in order. It would be so great to kiss Mr. Slick. His mouth looks so kissable. Anne sees him look at two other guys drinking at the bar. He nods to them like he knows them. Do you know those guys, Mr. Slick? You do? Oh that’s great. Everything’s great, isn’t it? She felt terrific! She almost stumbles as they leave and Mr. Slick catches her. They both laugh. Mr. Slick opens the door and the heat, light and smoke from the Henry’s pour out into the alley, illuminating the darkness for a brief instant, like the flash of a camera.


  Anne sees that Mr. Slick’s two friends have joined them. When did that happen? Isn’t that strange? She thinks that Mr. Slick and her are going to neck for a bit. He is a looker, after all. Maybe they are all going to have a party? Then Mr. Slick grabs her and tries to kiss her. His two friends are laughing and then they all start laughing, including Anne. She tries to give him a kiss, and then he shoves his tongue into her mouth and, hey, wait just a minute, sir! I don’t know you quite that well yet, and why don’t we take it a just little slower, okay? But Mr. Slick doesn’t want to take it slow, he wants to have her, now! He is pulling her towards him, and his two friends are egging him on and he is like, hey honey, give it to me, I need it right here, and Anne is no longer laughing and she is like, hey Mr. Slick, let go of me, you’re hurting me and his two friends are no longer laughing, they are telling him to go for it, to take what he wants and she is crying and it’s no longer fun and now he is hurting her.


  Anne starts screaming and kicking Mr. Slick, who is now trying to defend himself. His friends move in to grab her arms and pin her against the alley wall. Her head refuses to clear—she is so drunk, she is not sure which way is even up and she is cursing and kicking Mr. Slick even though she is being held very tightly. She screams as loud as she can and everything goes black and she hears a piercing whistle close by.


  Shouts. Running footsteps. Then darkness takes her.


  


  Anne opened her eyes and pain flooded in from all sides. Oh, dear God, she hurt. She hurt all over. She felt like absolute shit. She was lying on her back on something relatively soft. The whole room, wherever she was, was spinning. Ohhhhh, oh dear God, why is the whole world spinning? Make it stop. But it didn’t stop. She closed her eyes and it only got worse. She opened them again. She saw a single light bulb, suspended overhead. It was turning and spinning wildly. What kind of fun house was she in? Where was she?


  Anne turned her head to the right and saw she was in a small room. She blinked her eyes trying to get used to the light bulb, which in her current state, looked like the light of the sun. Turning her head caused her stomach to heave. Oh Dear God! She was going to be sick. She propped herself up on her elbows and saw a small porcelain toilet bowl just a few paces away. Was she in a bathroom? A bathroom with a bed?


  Anne got up, ran over to the toilet and wretched into it for what seemed like hours. All this time the room was yawing and pitching, turning and whirling. She had never felt so horribly ill in her entire life. She felt completely wretched. She gripped the porcelain rim of the toilet like it was the only stable thing left in the entire universe and heaved and choked. This is so horrible! How had she gotten into this state? She couldn’t remember a thing. She had some brief flashes, impressions of some events that seemed like days ago, but she couldn’t quite pin them down.


  


  Anne opened her eyes. She was lying on the unfamiliar bed again, moaning softly. When had she gotten back into bed? She had no recollection. Her head was throbbing and the room was still spinning, though slightly less than before. She still felt horrible, her stomach was in knots and her head was splitting open. The nausea had lessened just a bit. She was so tired. She closed her eyes again.


  


  Anne opened her eyes and found herself standing in complete darkness. She had no idea where she was or where she had been before.


  A tiny point of light appeared in front of her. It grew slowly larger, expanding to form a small oval. She could see indistinct shapes, just outside the growing pool of light. She heard a droning sound, which picked up speed as the oval of light expanded. It sounded like calliope music.


  Where am I?


  A scene formed in front of her. The indistinct shapes became people, moving around in a trance. They were all dressed in fanciful costumes, as though they were part of a carnival act. The pool of light widened to encompass the entire room they were in. Then it became a ballroom and the music became a waltz. The costumed people were dancing, moving and spinning in perfect time to the hypnotic music.


  Anne heard sound of glasses clinking together.


  Instantly, all of the dancers had drinks in their hand. They tipped them back, drinking and smiling, all the while still dancing. The glasses refilled themselves from thin air. They tipped them back, draining them again and again.


  Just the sight of these people drinking made Anne’s stomach heave with nausea.


  Then the music slowed to a stop and all of the people froze in place, their limbs locked in unlikely positions. No one moved. The beam of light narrowed again and began moving through the crowd, as if searching for something.


  The beam stopped on a face. A small, pale face, alone in the vast blackness.


  Anne gasped. Dear God, it was Darla. Anne felt panic rising as she saw her.


  Darla was frozen, along with the dancers, a drink in her hand too.


  Then something snapped and Darla unfroze. She walked to the center of the room, where a scene was materializing.


  The spotlight widened and Anne could make out a cage, made out of metal bars. Inside the cage was a small, low bed: a cot. In the corner of the cage was a small porcelain toilet. On the floor, lying unconscious, was…a woman. She saw the woman’s torn dress, covered in vomit. The woman was unbelievably disgusting.


  Then it hit her. She recognized what was left of that dress. It was her dress. Anne was looking at herself, lying passed out in a drunk tank: the kind of place reserved for homeless vagrants. No!


  Anne looked back at Darla. What was she thinking, seeing her mother in this condition? Would it scar her for life? Anne couldn’t imagine the horror of seeing your own mother like that.


  But Darla was…giggling. She looked at Anne on the floor of the cage, and raised her glass in a toast. Then she tipped her glass back and drained it with a single swallow.


  No Darla, don’t! Anne wanted to yell to her, to tell her no—please don’t, but she couldn’t, she had no voice.


  Darla set the glass down and turned around. She began to skip away from the cage.


  Anne heard a noise. She looked back at the cage, but there was no cage. Instead, there were three black shapes, large and menacing. They were people, but not made of flesh. They seemed to be made of darkness itself, as if the darkness had taken the form of three grown men. They crouched and ran towards Darla, who was skipping away, completely oblivious.


  No! Darla, run, RUN! Anne screamed, but again no sound came out.


  The shapes grabbed for Darla and as they did so, they transformed into a swirling black vortex. A malevolent, spinning cloud of hate and lust began wrapping itself around Darla who struggled and writhed in vain.


  “Mom! Mommy, help me! Please, Mom! They’re hurting me!” Darla shrieked, fighting against the thing with all of her might.


  Anne had never felt so helpless. She screamed and howled as the inky black shape wrapped itself around her daughter. Darla cried and pleaded for help. Anne looked at the dancers, all of whom watched expectantly from just beyond the pool of light.


  That is my daughter, you bastards! Help her please!


  The vortex completely engulfed Darla and then it vanished in an instant, making a sickening slurping sound like all of the light being sucked out of the world.


  Then the blackness rushed toward Anne and she heard the flapping of wings.


  She screamed in absolute terror!


  


  Anne awoke.


  Where am I?


  Tap, tap, tap.


  She looked up and saw that the light bulb over her head was dark. There was diffuse light streaming in through a small, high window at one end of the room.


  Anne attempted to sit up and groaned as a wave of nausea hit her.


  Tap, tap, tap.


  Then it happened again, a small tapping sound, like someone tapping at a door. She looked back over her head, towards the sound and saw a plain door, slightly ajar. There was a face looking through the opening.


  She panicked, not knowing where she was or who this person was. “Who are you? What do you want?” she asked, nervously. She sounded like a frog. She tried to clear her throat, which was very raspy.


  The door pushed open a bit and she could make out the face of a man, wearing a blue hat on his head. It was a policeman’s cap. She relaxed.


  “Pardon, me, ma’am, but there is someone here for you. I didn’t want to disturb you with the rough night you had and all,” he said deferentially.


  “Where am I, officer?” she asked, attempting to sit up on the small bed.


  “Well, Ma’am—Mrs. Darling. We had no idea who you were last night, so we brought you down to the station until we could figure it out. When we did, we contacted your family to have them come and get you. They are waiting for you out here now, Ma’am,” he said, smiling gently.


  “What happened to me last night, officer?” Anne asked. She had a terrible feeling she didn’t want to know the answer. “How did I get here?” Her head felt like it had been smashed by a hammer.


  “Well, it’s like this, Ma’am. Two of our guys on patrol heard you screaming at about two o’clock last night, in an alley downtown. They came running and saw you, lying on the ground with your back against the wall. They also saw three men running away. They may have gotten the worst of it, if you don’t mind my saying so, Ma’am, because it looked like you’d put up a terrible fight. You actually had someone’s hair still clenched in your fist. At first you tried to fight off our guys, but they were able to calm you down and then you passed out completely. They had to carry you in. We figured that you’d had a bit too much…ahem…to drink last night, Mrs. Darling. You ought to be more careful, Ma’am. The city is not a safe place for a unaccompanied lady at that hour. Not where you were. Anyway, once we figured out who you were, we called your family to come get you.”


  Anne looked down at herself, appalled to be seen in her rumpled clothes from last night. Her dress was dirty and stained. She could see signs of a struggle. Her left sleeve was torn. She reached up to feel her hair and felt the awful tangles and disheveled tendrils of her hairdo from last night sticking out everywhere. She was mortified.


  “I am so, so very sorry, officer. Thank you for taking such good care of me. I hope I wasn’t too badly behaved.”


  “Um yes, Ma’am. I am also deeply sorry that you had such a bad night. I do have to remind you that drinking is against the law, Ma’am. I am not going to insult your intelligence by asking you where you were drinking last night, because I know that you won’t tell me, but please, Ma’am, consider the consequences next time, alright?”


  The officer said this with a resigned, kindly expression on his face. It sounded like a speech he had delivered many times before.


  Anne felt completely and utterly disgusted with herself. She had never been so embarrassed in her entire life. She wanted to crawl under a rock and die.


  “No, officer, I am the one who owes you an apology. This was all my fault. Please give my undying gratitude to the two officers that found me. Would you mind if I freshened up a bit before seeing my family?” Anne pointed to the handbag he was holding.


  The officer nodded and came into the room far enough to hand her the bag.


  “Thank you, Ma’am, we do appreciate it. Please take as much time as you need. I will tell your family you will be coming out in a minute or two.” He backed out of the room and shut the door.


  Anne collected herself and stood up. She walked slowly to the small mirror above the little sink. She searched her handbag and found a comb.


  As she looked in the grimy mirror at a person she barely recognized, she began to cry.


  Anne Darling had never felt so completely and horribly wretched in her entire life.


  


  Earlier, at around seven a.m., the Darling residence had received a phone call from the city police. Mabel had answered. The police had Mom and did we want to come get her?


  Mabel called a cab and both she and Darla quickly got dressed. Grandma would stay with Jimmy. Darla couldn’t believe it. Mom at the police station? Why was she there? Had she been arrested? Was she hurt? Mabel was frantic, even though the officer on the phone had assured her their mother was fine. She ran around the house talking a mile a minute to Grandma about what to give to Jimmy while they were gone. Mabel dug some money out of a drawer to pay the cab driver.


  The cab arrived about ten minutes later and the two of them piled into the back seat. Mabel told the driver that they needed to go to the police station and he gave her an odd look, but then he nodded and they left.


  Mabel was very pale. Darla took her hand, which was very cold. Mabel looked down at Darla with a worried expression.


  “Darla, do you think we did the right thing?”


  What she was really asking was, “Is it our fault that Mom ended up at the police station overnight?”


  “Mabel, we had to tell her. None of us were mean. We just told her the truth.”


  Mabel looked out the window, frowning.


  “I feel so stupid for not realizing what was going on for so long with Mom’s drinking, Darla. I really do. Maybe if I had seen it earlier, maybe it wouldn’t have come to this.”


  “You can’t think that way, Sis. The important thing is that we did it. We told her. We said what we had to say. What she did after that wasn’t up to us.”


  “I hope you’re right, Darla. I guess I know you are, but it doesn’t make me feel any better. Think about what could have happened to her. It makes me sick!”


  “I know, me too,” Darla said. She squeezed Mabel’s hand and looked out the window.


  


  From the modest waiting area where Darla sat, she had a view down a short hallway, which had four doors, two on each side. She assumed that this was where the jail cells were.


  Darla was still having a hard time believing that her mother was actually in jail. How could things have gotten so out of control?


  She heard a squeaky door open.


  Darla saw her mother stick her head out into the hallway, looking back and forth. She looked so frightened, so forlorn, that Darla immediately felt heartsick. She stood up and said in a loud whisper, “Mom! Down here!”


  Darla ran down the hallway as her mother stepped into it. She looked terrible. Her dress was ripped in several places and she was filthy. Her face was clean, but Darla could tell she had been crying. Her mother was holding her handbag the same way Darla did when she was feeling out of sorts.


  Her mother looked down the hall and her face lit up when she saw Darla. Darla ran to her, and her mother knelt down, enfolding Darla in her arms, hugging her tightly. Darla held her mother and couldn’t say anything. She knew that if she tried it just wouldn’t come out right. Darla had no idea she would be so happy to see her mother in one piece.


  Her mother whispered into her ear, “Oh, Darla dear, I am so very, very sorry. I do love you so much, my darling. Please forgive me.”


  Darla felt tears from her mother’s eyes on her own face.


  “Mom,” Darla whispered into her mother’s ear, “I’m just glad you’re okay. I love you too. We all do.” That was all she could say.


  They stood there hugging, their tears flowing together for a long time.


  


  Mom told them where the car was parked, and the three of them took a cab to the spot.


  Mom asked Mabel to drive, much to their surprise. Mabel seemed to be taking the return of their mother less emotionally than Darla. Maybe she didn’t trust that things had changed? This was a reasonable precaution, given the situation. But Darla knew things were different. She knew it in her bones.


  Once they were back home, her mother insisted on a proper shower, and who could blame her? After Grandma saw her daughter’s condition, she gave the baby to Mabel.


  “Mabel, take Jimmy. Anne, we need to talk.”


  She led her daughter into her bedroom and shut the door. They were in there for about fifteen minutes talking so softly that Darla couldn’t eavesdrop even though she tried to several times. When the door finally opened again, Mom was in her bathrobe. Then she took the longest shower that Darla could ever remembered her taking.


  In the meantime, Mabel made breakfast. Eventually, they all sat down and ate. At first, her mother was hesitant. She still looked pretty pale. As she slowly ate, her color returned and she looked much better.


  After her mother finished eating, she turned to Mabel.


  “Thanks Mabel, that was wonderful.” Then she stood up.


  “Darling family…”


  They all looked at her. Even Jimmy, who was burbling in his high chair, paused to listen.


  “I just want to tell you all how sorry I am for the way things have been lately…how I’ve been. I want to tell you that things have changed for me.” She looked from Mabel to Grandma. “I know that you have no reason to believe me, so I’m not going to say anymore for now, but I just want to tell you all that I love you, and thank you for coming to get me from the police station. I really appreciate it.”


  Then she started clearing the breakfast dishes. She worked silently and efficiently. Darla was amazed. She didn’t realize her mother even knew how to do the dishes.


  It was decided that they would drive Grandma back home the next day. She had taken a car service here, which was very expensive. Driving her back would be the least they could do. Darla begged to go, and it quickly became a family trip.


  


  Later, after a simple dinner, Darla yawned and decided it was time to go to bed. It had been a very long day. She said goodnight to Grandma and Mabel, who were in the living room. Jimmy was already down for the night.


  “Where’s Mom?” Darla asked.


  Mabel pointed towards the kitchen. Then Darla heard the sound of clinking glasses along with cabinets being opened and closed. “What is she doing?”


  “Why don’t you go see?” Mabel asked. Her sister was putting together a really hard jigsaw puzzle with Grandma. Darla had looked at it for a couple of minutes, but it was too hard. All the pieces looked exactly the same.


  Darla pushed the kitchen door open a little, not wanting to startle her mother. She saw her holding a big bottle of liquor in her hands, standing over the sink. Darla’s heart sank for a second and a lump of panic formed in her throat. Then her mother inverted the bottle and the contents came out in a torrent, heading straight down the drain. Her mother wrinkled her nose and looked a bit pale from the smell. Darla gently closed the door, not wanting to interrupt such an important job.


  As the door closed, her mother said, “Goodnight, Darla. See you in the morning.”


  Darla put her lips to the crack in the door and whispered, “Goodnight, Mom. See you in the morning.”


  Darla went to her room and got into bed. She tried thinking about the day, but it was just too big. There were too many thoughts, all crowding in. She was happy, though. She had achieved her mission: her mother was coming back.


  Darla smiled and closed her eyes.


  


  Mabel sat with Grandma at the card table.


  The two of them had spread out the pieces of a particularly difficult puzzle and were looking them over.


  Mabel felt very melancholy after the day’s events. Getting that call in the morning had terrified her. For the sake of Darla, Jimmy and Grandma, Mabel hoped their mother was alright. She still wasn’t sure how she herself felt. There was a part of her that was still so angry at her mother. She deserved whatever happened to her. It shocked Mabel that she could be so cold hearted. Her mother was in trouble and at the police station for God’s sake. She was probably in pain, embarrassed and maybe afraid, but Mabel only felt bad for the trouble her mother was causing others. Mabel felt embarrassed by her. She had felt it most acutely while sitting in the waiting area at the police station. She felt like the police sergeant was looking at her, judging her for having such an incompetent parent. Mabel wondered if she could ever trust or forgive her mother. She wasn’t really sure she could.


  Then Mabel thought about the money. Or rather, the lack of money: that awful stack of unpaid bills. Dear Lord, what were they going to do?


  “Are you okay, dear?” Grandma asked.


  Mabel turned her head to see her grandmother looking at her through narrowed eyes, trying to gauge how Mabel was doing. Was her inner turmoil so transparent? Mabel thought she had done a pretty good job of concealing her paradoxical feelings today. Well, apparently not!


  “I guess I can’t fool you, can I?” Mabel asked, sheepishly.


  “Not too likely, Mabel Darling. Not when I know you better than my own daughter! You know that I think of you as more than just a grandchild, dear. You’re like a second daughter to me. I took care of you every day when you were little, after all. So what is it? Are you having doubts about your mother’s epiphany? Well, don’t you worry, I am too. Fool me once, etcetera. I’m from the ‘show me’ state on this one, dear.” Grandma placed a puzzle piece.


  “It’s not just that, Grandma. Lord, if it were only that! There’s more, I’m afraid.”


  Mabel looked towards the kitchen door. She lowered her voice to a whisper. “I have to show you something. Maybe you’ll have some ideas.”


  Mabel got up and went over to the small writing desk and rolled the top up. Then, carefully, as quietly as she could, she opened the drawer that had the unpaid bills in it. She removed the entire stack and brought it over to the table, setting them down in front of her grandmother.


  Her grandmother dropped the puzzle pieces in her hand and picked up the stack. She looked at the envelopes one by one, and as she did, her face fell. “Oh, dear,” she said, several times. “Oh dear, oh dear.”


  Mabel whispered, “You see? Those are all…”


  “Ahem!”


  They both looked up. Anne was standing there, under the arch, arms folded under her breasts. She narrowed her eyes and looked at her mother. “Mother, who gave you permission to go through my things?” she asked, angry. “By what right do you…”


  “I did it, Mother,” Mabel said plainly. “It wasn’t Grandma. It was me.”


  Anne turned to look at Mabel. Then she looked back at her own mother and suddenly her arms dropped to her side and her entire aspect shrank. She lowered her head and to Mabel’s amazement, she began to weep. She brought her hands up to her face, shaking her head from side to side. “Oh, dear God, what am I going to do?” Then she sat down on the edge of the couch and sobbed, “Oh, God, I’m so tired. I tried to make everything right, but I failed. He…he stopped sending me money months ago. We had some savings, but it wasn’t enough. If only I had gone back to work, I…”


  “He? He who?” her grandmother asked, perplexed.


  “She means Sidney Green, my father, stopped sending us child support.” Mabel interrupted, before she had considered her words.


  Her mother raised her head, a look of utter amazement and shock on her face. Mabel was a bit afraid for a moment, realizing she probably shouldn’t have said any of that, for many reasons. What was happening to her self-control? This was just one of many recent examples of Mabel talking from the hip, so to speak. Was Darla rubbing off on her?


  “How did you…?” her mother whispered, eyes wide.


  “What are you two talking about?” her grandmother asked.


  Mabel looked at her mother and said gently, “Mom, I met him a couple of weeks ago, completely by accident. He had no idea who I was, that is, until he started badmouthing you and Darla. Then I got angry.” She looked over at her grandmother, who was looking right back at her with her eyebrows raised.


  “Grandma, my ‘father’ has been supporting this family ever since I was born. It might technically have been blackmail, but I prefer to think of it as child support. Suffice it to say that he is not a nice person. My understanding is that this money has come to an end.”


  Mabel looked back at her mother who nodded morosely.


  “When were you going to mention to me that our family was in deep, deep debt, Mom?” Mabel asked. Then she folded her arms underneath her breasts and raised her eyebrows. Two can play this game!


  Her mother stared at Mabel, a look of pure pain on her face. She had been utterly shattered by the events of the last forty-eight hours—thoroughly defeated.


  She stammered, “Mabel, I, I should have told you. I just couldn’t. I wasn’t thinking right, I was in the grip of…” she stopped, her eyes filling with fresh tears.


  “I am your adult daughter, Mom,” Mabel said, softening her tone. “I’m seventeen. I am the one responsible for running this household in a reasonable and self-sufficient manner. I need to know these things. Do you understand?”


  Her mother gulped and rubbed her hands together. Then she looked down at the floor and nodded. She whispered, “Mabel, I am so sorry. I truly am. I really want to help fix things. I’ve put us in a terrible spot, I…”


  Mabel got up and crossed quickly over to sit next to her mother on the couch. She took one of her hands and lifted up her mother’s chin with the other.


  “Mom,” she said, looking into her mother’s sad, red eyes. “We will find a way to make things right, but we have to start talking to each other, okay? I have to know what’s going on. I have decisions to make about my own life too, don’t you see?”


  Her looked at her, her lower lip trembling. She nodded. Then she looked over at her own mother, smiling sadly though her tears.


  “Mom, what have I done to deserve these two girls?”


  “I have no idea, Annie, but just thank the Lord that they’re here!”


  “Listen, Mom,” Mabel said. “Now I need to tell you something. I know that this can’t happen right away, but I applied to go to a teacher’s college a month ago.”


  Her mother’s eyes opened wide at this and it looked like several emotions were competing for dominance. “What? Why didn’t you tell me? You didn’t, you didn’t even…” she sputtered.


  “No, I didn’t ask, Mom. I just wanted to see what would happen. You have to know how badly I’ve been wanting to go back to school. Well, I’m seventeen, I can’t go back to seventh grade, now can I?”


  Her mother nodded her head slowly and said, “I see. Let me guess. Of course you were accepted, only you can’t go because I’ve managed our money so poorly. Am I close?” She started sniffling again.


  Mabel looked at her. “Mom, it’s not only the money. I can’t leave to go to school now. Not when you need…” she trailed off.


  Her mother finished her sentence. “Not when I need you here so badly, you mean to say.” She paused. “Well, there, I’m saying it. Mabel, I can’t do this without you, dear—yet. But you have propped this family up for far too long. You and I both know it. Let’s see what we can do to get our immediate finances in order and talk about this again, alright?”


  Now Mabel felt herself getting choked up. To hear the truth after so much time and effort, well, it was very nice. She sniffed and nodded. “Mom, I went to the Smith’s last week and asked for full-time hours at the grocery store. That should help us out a bit, money-wise.”


  Her grandmother interrupted. “Anne, honey…Mabel, I can say truthfully that I don’t understand everything that’s going on here, especially with regards to this Sidney fellow, but I may be able to help with that stack of bills. I have an idea. Hear me out.”


  Then Mabel and her mother listened to her grandmother talk.


  


  Darla sat next to her Grandma on the couch in Grandma’s living room.


  They had arrived earlier in the day. The trip to Grandma’s had been very pleasant. It had just been Darla, Mabel and Grandma. Mom had volunteered to stay home with Jimmy. She didn’t think that he needed a long car ride and besides, she still wasn’t feeling a hundred percent herself after the previous day’s events. Darla thought she still looked awfully pale. Her spirits seemed high, however. Darla was pretty sure that things had changed for the better.


  Darla and Grandma were working on a drawing. They were taking turns. It was a special game that they sometimes played. Grandma would start off by making a squiggle and then Darla would add something to it and then it would be Grandma’s turn again. The drawing usually ended up as something recognizable. It was almost like a Ouija board. It slowly transformed itself into the unconscious will of the creators. Sometimes the result was magical. Oddly, about half the time, they ended up making an elf boot. Yes, the kind with the pointy toe that elves in the stories frolicked in. Darla wondered what it meant. Neither of them had come to any definite conclusions.


  Something was on Darla’s mind. “Grandma, do you think that people can really change?”


  Her Grandma looked at her. “I really do think they can, Darla.”


  “I’m glad to hear that,” Darla said. “I guess what I’m wondering is: has Mom really changed?”


  “Darla, I’ve known my daughter for a long time, longer than anyone, and I’ve never seen her like she’s been for last twenty-four hours. If that’s not change, then I don’t know what is.


  “Let me tell you what I think, Darla,” she continued, looking into Darla’s eyes. “People can’t change what they are directly, but they can change the things they do. Then the things that they do eventually become who they are. It’s like a circle, you see?”


  Darla looked thoughtful. “Yes, I think so, Grandma. If I want to become more generous, I need to start doing things that are generous. Then, after I’ve done many generous things, I will be generous. Is it like that?”


  “Yes, Darla, it’s exactly like that. During the doing part, you need to be open to the change: you need to be honest. Some days you might not really feel generous inside, but you’ve made the commitment to do something generous. Be honest with yourself. Honesty is the glue that allows the change to take place. Darla, do you remember the story of ‘A Christmas Carol?’”


  “Yes, I do Grandma. I think you read that to me last year. Mr. Scrooge becomes the man he wants to be in the end. His generous acts make him a generous man. Is that what you meant?”


  “You are a very smart girl, Darla Darling. Have I told you today how much I love you?”


  Darla looked at her Grandmother and smiled. “I think you did a little while ago, remember? When we were in the kitchen talking about you and Grandpa?”


  “By gosh, you’re right! Well, that was just a few minutes ago, so I won’t tell you again for a bit, okay?”


  “Deal,” Darla said, smiling.


  They continued their drawing in silence for a while. When they finally got to a stopping point, they held it out together and looked at it. Darla frowned, took it and turned it upside down.


  “Oh no!” she moaned.


  Grandma smiled. “That, Darla dearest, may be the finest elf boot we have ever made!”


  Darla buried her head in her hands and giggled uncontrollably.


  


  Mabel and her grandmother held hands at the kitchen table. It was mid-morning. They were leaving today. Darla was outside, playing in the backyard. It was something Darla loved to do here. She would always bring out the same toys, in the same order and play with them in the same spots. It was like Darla used Grandma’s house as a place to reset her sense of order, to find a brief respite from the chaos of her own house. Mabel knew that Darla loved their home, but even Mabel had to admit that this place was more relaxed. It was magical.


  “Thank you so much, Grandma,” Mabel said. “For the loan, I mean. Well, that and everything. I don’t know what we would do without you!” she said, feeling the familiar warm glow of one-on-one conversation with her grandmother.


  “Oh, dear, psshaw! Don’t mention it,” her grandmother said. “We Darling’s have to stick together.”


  “We aren’t putting you out or anything are we?” Mabel asked, concerned. She didn’t want the problem moved from one Darling house to another.


  “No, not at all, my dear. I have some money set aside for rainy days. I can part with it for some time with no ill effects, I assure you.”


  “Well, we will put it to good use. First thing is to work with Mom to set the bills right. Then she and I will work out a schedule that will allow us to pay you back.”


  “No worries, my dear. It will come; take your time. I am in no hurry.”


  Mabel said, “Mom will probably have to get a job. We will have to be careful to make sure our schedules allow for Jimmy’s proper care. I don’t have any intention of putting Darla in charge of Jimmy anytime soon. I’d really like her to have a chance at a real childhood, that is if Darla can still be considered a child.”


  “She certainly is still a child, dear!” her grandmother exclaimed. “She may be the brightest five-year-old in history, but that doesn’t make her six, as they say!” she smiled, looking out the window at Darla turning somersaults on the fresh green grass.


  Mabel looked skeptically at her Grandmother. “Who says that?”


  “Why, I do!” Her grandmother said, laughing.


  


  A little later, Darla and Mabel waved to their grandmother and Mabel put the old car into gear.


  They were both surprised to learn that they were actually looking forward to going back home.


  Odds and Ends


  
    [image: Odds and Ends]
  


  
    [image: Wildflowers]
  


  Wildflowers


  “Dahwa, what ith that?”


  “I think it’s an eagle, Emma.”


  Darla and Emma stood surrounded by wildflowers in front of a monument. A monument dedicated to the first eagle bolted to a rock.


  It was a sunny Saturday morning. Darla had run to Emma’s determined to do some exploring with her best friend. She really needed to escape today. The incredible drama of the last few days: her mother’s recovery from certain doom, the jail, the trip to Grandma’s—all of it, had left Darla with an unusual feeling. It was almost like she was in a new country where nothing was obviously wrong, but everything was so incredibly strange. She was unsure of what to do next—of what she should feel next. Emma would bring her back to earth, Darla was sure of it.


  After exchanging pleasantries with Emma’s mother and father, the two of them set off determined to find something they had never seen before. This type of unbounded activity was a teensy bit beyond Emma, so Darla explained to her that it was their duty to explore the world around them so they could learn more about it. Emma seemed satisfied by this and immediately threw herself into it wholeheartedly. Emma never did anything halfway.


  After leaving Emma’s house, the two of them began walking. At each intersection, they turned in a direction they had never gone before, and soon they were wandering down unknown streets. Darla’s anxiety faded as her sense of adventure grew. Her mind became fully engaged in the present.


  After ten minutes or so, the two of them came upon a large field, smack in the middle of a row of stately houses. The entire field was filled from edge to edge with flowers.


  A small gravel path in the center of the lot led into a sea of waving blossoms. Darla and Emma followed it and after a minute, they came to a small clearing. In the center of the clearing was a large boulder. On top of the boulder was a statue made from dark metal, of a bird—an eagle, to be more precise. The eagle was connected to a thick base made from the same metal, which itself was attached with four large bolts to the big rock. The eagle’s wings were spread wide. It was obviously trying to take off, but the bolts were keeping it from doing so.


  Darla couldn’t understand why anyone would want to bolt an eagle to a rock.


  Emma pointed to a metal plaque in front of the eagle.


  “Doth it thay why the eagle is bowted to the wock?”


  “I have no idea. I can’t read it,” Darla said, truthfully.


  Emma was frustrated. She shook her head sadly. “Pooah birdie.”


  “C’mon Emma, let’s keep going.”


  The official path ended just past the boulder so they waded into the waist-high flowers. A soft breeze blew, making the entire field undulate, like waves on a lake.


  Darla walked and listened. She heard the gentle wind as it wandered without purpose through the flowers. She also heard a buzzing sound. She noticed that many of the flower tops were populated by fat bumble bees intent on their tasks. What those tasks were exactly, Darla wasn’t sure. She didn’t know much about bumble bees except that they made honey.


  As the two of them walked side-by-side, Darla held her hand up, lightly brushing her finger tips along the tops of the long grasses. The beautiful day surrounded Darla completely. She closed her eyes and smiled.


  


  “Hey, Dahwa! Come wook at thith!”


  Emma was bending down looking at something, her hands on her knees. She pointed a chubby finger at the ground.


  “What is it?” Darla asked, walking over.


  “I’m not thure, but I think thoth are anths! A whole wot of them, thee?”


  Darla looked down to where Emma was pointing. At first she didn’t see anything unusual. Then she noticed a dark shadow on the ground, so dark that it was almost black. Then the shadow moved. Darla recoiled in horror. That was no shadow. It was thousands, maybe millions, of ants crawling all over each other—and on top of something else. Darla tried to look closer without getting too close. She couldn’t tell what it was, but it looked like it might have been alive at some point. Maybe it was a dead lizard or something.


  “Eeeeeeewwwwww!” Darla shrieked, backing up a couple of steps.


  “Thee, Dahwa? The anths are eating thumthing. They must be vewy hungwy, wight?”


  Darla couldn’t believe it. Emma was so close to the ants that she was almost touching them. She looked down and saw that some of the ants had decided to check Emma out. They were streaming in small numbers over the tops of her shoes.


  “Emma, don’t get too close! They like you too much!”


  Emma turned and looked at Darla. She pointed at Darla’s legs and said happily, “No, Dahwa. They wike you more. Thee?”


  “What are you talking about?”


  Darla looked down at her own feet. She was horrified to see a line of ants climbing up her right leg.


  “Ahhhh!” Darla screamed and ran over to a small flat rock and stood on it, stamping her feet. She looked carefully at her shoes and brushed away a couple of stragglers that had managed to hang on despite her best efforts.


  Emma walked over calmly. “Are you okay, Dahwa?” she asked, concern in her eyes. “Did any of them bite you?”


  “No, I don’t think so,” Darla said nervously.


  Then Emma reached over and plucked something from Darla’s neck. She squished it with her fingers and brought it up to her eye to look at it.


  “Poor wittle ant! Thorry about that, but I can’t have you eating my betht fwend, can I?”


  Darla slapped at her neck and spun around wildly. “Emma, are there any more on me?”


  Emma carefully looked Darla over, her brow furrowed. “No, I don’t think tho.”


  “Gosh, Emma, be careful okay? There’s lots of things here that would like to have us for lunch! The bumble bees are okay, my sister Mabel said they don’t sting, but everything else does.”


  Emma saluted Darla with her right hand. “Yeth, I underthtand!”


  They continued walking, marveling at the colors of the flowers. Darla pointed out the prettier ones to Emma, who snapped one off and carried it with her. She twirled it in her fingers and smelled it from time to time.


  There were also hundreds of butterflies flitting around the field. They bobbed and floated gently on the breeze, expertly avoiding the little girls, never getting too close.


  Darla and Emma attempted to catch some, but they couldn’t and soon gave up.


  “Hey Emma, did I ever tell you about the time that a butterfly landed on my nose?”


  “Weawee?” Emma looked thoughtful for a second and then she stood still and tilted her head up, presenting her nose to the assembled butterflies. Darla watched, amused.


  “I’m not sure that you can plan on it happening, Emma. Hey, I bet we could catch one if we had a butterfly net!”


  “What ith that?” Emma asked, her eyes going wide.


  “It’s a big net,” Darla held her arms in a circle to demonstrate, “that you use to catch butterflies, silly! Scientists that study bugs catch the butterflies, then they kill them and pin them to a big board and look at them. I saw it at the museum once. I thought it was sad, but Mabel made it sound important. She called it ‘research’ or something.”


  Emma considered this information and then her face fell. “You mean they kill the pwetty butterfwyth jutht to wook at them?”


  “Well, you did just kill an ant, Emma. Isn’t that the same thing?”


  Emma shook her head vehemently and said, in deadly earnest: “No. I didn’t kill thee ant to wook it, Dahwa. I killed it becauth it wath going to eat choo…I did it to thave your wife.”


  Darla raised her eyebrows. “Emma, you are always looking out for me, aren’t you?”


  “Yeth, I have to, Dahwa.”


  Darla frowned and almost said, “What? No one ‘has’ to do anything!” But she didn’t, and the thought faded.


  “You know what, Emma? You really are my best friend.”


  “Yeth I am, Dahwa.”


  Darla took Emma’s hand and they continued to explore, ready for anything and everything.
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  Uncle Who?


  Darla opened the front door of the house and found herself looking into the friendly face of Cornelius White. He was virtually unchanged from the last time Darla had seen him, on the day she had accidentally tripped over his poor dog Wanda.


  Mr. White looked at her and smiled that big, friendly smile she remembered. He swept a large gray hat off of his head in a gentlemanly gesture.


  “Hiya, Mr. White! Hey, why aren’t you wearing white today?”


  Mr. White laughed. “Miss Darla, thank you so much for inviting me over to your home. I am much obliged. Since you ask, I am not wearing white today because I am working. White is for walking!”


  “Ohhh…I didn’t know that.” Then Darla looked down at Mr. White’s feet. “Hey Mr. White, where…”


  “Are you looking for Wanda?” he asked, reading her mind.


  “I left her at home. I figured it would be better for everyone if I met your mother for the first time without Wanda present. I wouldn’t want her chewing up the furniture.” He chuckled softly.


  “Good point, Mr. White. Well, come on in,” Darla said. She was a bit disappointed Mr. White hadn’t brought Wanda, but she knew it was probably a wise decision. Her mother was problematic around animals. That’s why their family didn’t have any. Animals were too needy and chaotic for her mother’s temperament. Besides, she would always say, “Why do I need pets when I have children?”


  Darla, on the other hand, really wanted a dog. She decided that when she moved out on her own, she would have seven dogs, each named after a day of the week.


  Darla opened the door wide for Mr. White and he walked into the foyer. He was wearing a gray suit, the same color as his hat.


  Mr. White always had a twinkle in his eye, like he was in on some funny joke that no one else had heard yet. That’s why Darla had immediately taken to him. She really liked his smile and the easy way he had around her. He treated her with respect. Also, he had expressed an interest in Darla’s acting career and she really hoped he would be able to help her out. He had called the house yesterday and spoken to Darla’s mother. Apparently something had come up and could he come over to discuss it? Darla’s mother, with her newfound clarity had, thank goodness, said yes.


  Darla was beside herself with excitement. Maybe she would work again, after all.


  Then she remembered something. “Um, Mr. White, maybe it would be better if you didn’t mention that I called you the other day…”


  He winked at her. “Enough said, Miss Darla. That’ll be between us. Lead on.”


  Darla led Mr. White up the stairs to their apartment. She opened the front door and gestured for him to follow her in.


  “Hey Mom, Mr. White is here!”


  Her mother replied from the living room, “Darla, don’t make him wait at the door. Show him in!”


  Darla looked up at Mr. White and rolled her eyes, nodding for him to follow her. Mr. White continued smiling as if this was just standard protocol.


  “This way,” Darla said. She led him into the living room. Her mother was bending over the coffee table straightening a pile of Saturday Evening Posts.


  As the two of them entered, her mother stood up straight and looked at Mr. White and smiled demurely.


  “Welcome to our home, Mr. White. Darla has told me all about you. Please do come in and sit down.”


  Mr. White beamed. Darla had to admit that her mother could certainly turn on the charm when necessary.


  “Why, Ms. Darling! It is such a great pleasure to finally meet you! Please feel free to call me Cornelius, if you would.” He walked over to her mother and shook her hand gently. For a instant, Darla thought he might kiss her hand. Darla could actually see that old-fashioned gesture appealing to her mother.


  Her mother batted her eyelashes and blushed. She pointed to the lone chair opposite the couch. “Please have a seat, Mr. White—I mean, Cornelius.”


  Dear God! Mom was really overdoing the charm. Darla didn’t know whether to be happy about it or not. Of course, her mother hadn’t so much as registered the presence of Darla in the room yet. Take it easy, Darla. This is exactly what you wanted to happen. He has to win her over. You can’t do anything without her approval. You know that. Easy. Let her be herself. He’s making a good impression so far.


  “Thank you Ma’am. Indeed I will, if I am not infringing on your hospitality…”


  “Not at all,” her mother said, “Please, right there would be just fine.” Then she turned to Darla for the first time. “Darla, be a dear and go get Mr. White and I something to drink. Cornelius, would you like some coffee? There is some fresh brewed in the kitchen. It won’t take but a moment.”


  “I would love some coffee, Ma’am, but only if it’s not too much trouble. I wouldn’t want to put you out.”


  “Oh, it’s no trouble, Cornelius. Darla, please go get our guest some coffee!” Her mother looked instantaneously exasperated as if Darla had been dawdling for hours. Darla’s mouth dropped open. She glanced over her mother’s shoulder at Mr. White. He caught her eye and winked at her.


  Okay, apparently, he had the interview under control. Fair enough. Darla would be a good little girl—for now. “Yesss, Ma’am!” she said, with a heavy southern drawl.


  Darla went to the kitchen to pour two cups of coffee. She was tempted to make one for herself too, but it would probably annoy her mother. She didn’t like Darla drinking coffee. She said Darla was too young. Heck, Darla had already drank alcohol and smoked cigarettes, how bad could coffee be? But today, Darla decided against antagonizing her mother. Her nerves were still a little raw after her recent ordeal. Thankfully, she was infinitely nicer to be around now that she was on the wagon.


  Using her step stool, Darla retrieved two coffee cups and poured the coffee. She walked back slowly, careful not to spill any. As she re-entered the living room, Darla saw that Mr. White and her mother were sitting and chatting.


  “So, Mr. White, I understand that you are from the great state of Texas? At least that’s what Darla tells me.” She paused to watch Darla place the cups on the coffee table.


  “Thanks, dear. Could you bring some milk and sugar too?”


  “Coming right up, Mom.” Darla decided to skip the wise cracks. She had fully intended to bring out the milk and sugar. She did only have two hands, however.


  Darla returned to the kitchen and got the nice sugar holder from counter. Then she filled a small pitcher with milk from the refrigerator. She put both on a small tray, along with two spoons. Then she made her way back to the living room, carefully setting the tray down on the coffee table.


  Mr. White was saying, “—all that time! I left after my wife died, God rest her soul.”


  “I’m very sorry to hear that, Cornelius. I really am…” her mother said earnestly.


  Darla decided to change the topic. “Mom, Mr. White wants to talk about my acting career. He thinks he can help us out. Do you think he can be my new agent?”


  Her mother looked surprised at the abrupt subject change, but Darla was bored and patience had never really been her strong suit.


  “Why Darla, Uncle Murray is still your agent, at least I think he is. He is my brother, after all. We can’t just—”


  “Mom, I um, ‘fired’ Uncle Murray, remember? And besides—”


  Her mother interrupted her. “Darla! Strangling him was certainly not nice, but he is still your uncle. He may have messed things up a bit, but he meant—”


  “Ahem…” Mr. White cleared his throat and both Darla and her mother looked at him, embarrassed. They had totally forgotten he was there.


  Ah, the old patterns kick in so easily. Darla felt badly that she had almost blown the entire interview. She decided to let Mr. White take it from here. She would zip her lip.


  “Ma’am, Mrs. Darling. I am here today to talk about Darla’s future and a possible role, if any, that I might have in facilitating that future. I am certainly not here to replace Darla’s uncle—an uncle that obviously treasures his sweet little niece, just as I would if Darla were my own flesh and blood. Ms. Darling—”


  “Cornelius, please call me Anne” she said, smiling at him.


  “Ahh,” Mr. White said, smiling and breathing deeply. He seemed relieved, as though a barrier had been removed. “A lovely name. I myself have an aunt named Anne. She is my favorite aunt.” He continued, “Anne, I am here for Darla’s sake. I have been a theatrical agent for almost thirty years. Twenty years in beautiful Dallas and the last ten years here in the greater Los Angeles area. I have a very good feeling about your daughter, Anne. She has spirit and talent: I can sense it. She has drive and ambition. I think that there is a very good chance I can find her some work. Possibly some very good work.”


  Then slowly, as if trying to gauge her reaction, he asked, “What do you know about the motion picture business, Anne?”


  Her mother sat back in shock. “Movies, Cornelius?” she asked, with quiet awe. “Do you think that Darla has a future…in movies?” Her eyes glazed over. Darla had seen that look before. It was the same look her mother got when she looked at a movie poster. Mr. White had unknowingly struck gold.


  “Well, yes, I think she might, Anne, she just might.” Then he looked back and forth between the two of them.


  “So, what about this…Uncle Murray?”


  Her mother looked at him completely confused, like she had never heard the name before.


  “Uncle who?”
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  Audition


  There was a knock at her bedroom door.


  “Darla, we have to leave soon, honey. Hurry up, please!”


  It was her mother. She was in “Hurry up, Darla!” mode again. Recently, she seemed to get that way whenever Darla was the slightest bit late. Darla could only shake her head in amazement. Her mother had never been on time for anything.


  “Sheesh! I’ll be out in a minute, Mom!”


  But Darla was still fretting about what to wear. She couldn’t decide on how cute she wanted to be today. She had the type of face that could go either way. She could look rough and tumble like a boy, or she could look sweet and demure like a girl. The question was: what would Hal Roach studios be looking for?


  Mr. White had called the house last night and asked Darla and her mother to go down to the studio today for an audition. Darla was unsure if it meant an audition with Mr. Roach himself or just with one of his flunkies. It probably meant a flunky to begin with. Mr. Roach couldn’t personally audition every kid, could he? That seemed very unlikely. Either way, Mr. White had talked to the studio and they were expected. Darla could hardly believe she was finally going to get her shot. Woohoo!


  After due consideration, Darla decided on a dress—but one that wasn’t too fancy. That way she could blend in no matter what the scenario was. She had a feeling that honesty was the best policy today. Anyway, Darla wasn’t really the fancy type. She was a rough and tumble kid. Calm down, they’ll get it. Get her, that is. At least she hoped so.


  Darla reached into the top drawer of her dresser for a brush. Of course her hair was acting up on this of all days. It looked like she’d been teasing it with an eggbeater. She set about it for a bit and decided it wasn’t going to get much better. Oh well. They would just have to love her the way she was. She knew there would be no way to lie or pretend with these people. Darla was going to have to play it straight for better or worse.


  She put her brush down and opened the door to her room. Her mother was standing there with her arm out, fist cocked, about to knock. It was such a ridiculous pose that it made Darla giggle. Her mother rolled her eyes.


  “Let’s move. We are going to be late.”


  “Okay, here I am! I’m ready.”


  Darla skipped down the hall to the kitchen, where Mabel was feeding Jimmy. He was giggling, but Mabel looked a little exasperated. He wasn’t showing much interest in the pasty yellow concoction she was trying to feed him via his tiny baby spoon. Darla made a tortured face as she walked by and held her nose.


  “Thanks a lot, Darla,” Mabel said glumly. “Where are you two off to so early?”


  “I’m auditioning today at Hal Roach Studios, Sis!”


  Mabel immediately turned pale and stammered, “Audition!?” She stood up and ran over to Darla. She wrapped her arms around her and hugged her fiercely.


  “Mabel! What’s gotten into you? It’s just an audition for gosh sake! I’m not dying!” Darla struggled to untangle herself from her sister. Mabel was actually whimpering. What the heck? “Sis, what’s wrong? You are acting like you are going on the audition! I’m going, not you!”


  Mabel relaxed her grip. “Oh right.” She backed away from Darla looking a little embarrassed. “Sorry, Darla. It’s just that…well, never mind. You go have a great audition. I have no idea how you can stand it though.” Mabel visibly shivered.


  Darla gave Mabel a look of disbelief. “Mabel, it’s what I do. It’s my job, remember?” She picked out an apple from the wicker basket on the kitchen table and carried it with her as she left the kitchen. “Bye, Jimmy. See you later!”


  Darla ran down the back steps and out the apartment’s side door. It was a beautiful mid December day. It would be Christmas in a couple of weeks. The weather had been cool and wet, but today the sun was out in full force.


  From the driveway, Darla could hear her mother’s footsteps moving around the apartment. Darla stared absent-mindedly at the Darling family car, eating the apple in her hand.


  Darla had to admit she was a little nervous. After all, she had been dreaming about this day for such a long time. She knew she was ready, but the devil was in the details. Who would she see there? She was very much hoping she would get a chance to meet some of the Gang. She wanted to meet Mickey and Mary and Joe and Ernie. In her mind she was already one of them, having fantastic adventures and a life filled with glamour and money. Rein it in, Darla. Don’t get ahead of yourself.


  Her mother pushed through the side door. “Come on, honey. It’s time to go.”


  Darla nodded and took another bite from the apple. They walked to the car.


  “Are you done with that?” her mother asked, pointing at the apple.


  “Looks like it.” Darla walked over to one of the garbage cans next to the house. She opened it up and tossed in the apple core. “Okay, I’m ready.”


  Darla climbed into the old Ford and grabbed the heavy door with two hands, giving it a good slam. Her mother went around to the driver’s side and got in, putting her handbag down on the seat between them. She adjusted herself and pressed the starter. The car engine whined and sputtered, taking a little longer than normal to turn over. Darla suddenly worried they were going to get stuck in the driveway and miss the audition entirely. Dear God, no! But the engine finally came to life. Her mother backed the car out of the driveway and they began the trip down to Culver City.


  Her mother told Darla the trip would take about an hour. Darla knew an hour was a long time, so she relaxed, letting her mind wander. She looked out the window at the trees and poles and wires going by. She loved to focus her eyes on the wires as they glided along. Of course the car was moving, not the wires, but Darla loved the way the wires seemed to move backwards past the car window.


  She yawned, feeling a little sleepy.


  


  She spread her wings wide.


  She was gliding lazily above the telephone poles, easily keeping pace with the little black car below. She could see the top of her own head slumped against the window as the little car bumped and chugged its way to Culver City.


  My, the view is fine up here!


  The rolling hills in this part of the basin were dappled with a deep mist where the morning sun had not yet penetrated. The low clouds were beginning to dissipate. Big holes of blue could be seen every now and then.


  She saw other birds. Some were gently floating, some were purposefully moving. None were completely still. Birds can’t fly if they aren’t moving. Stillness was death. Motion was life.


  Darla could feel and actually see the air currents that carried her. She rose and fell along the lines of force they presented to her. It was smooth, like skating on ice. Darla had never skated before that she could recall, and certainly never on ice, but she knew that this was what it must be like. Like flying. Moving with certainty and purpose. Well, not purpose in a larger sense. Motion had no greater purpose than its own continuance. But that was not purpose. It was being. It was the thrill of being here and now. Moving, living, dying, blood pumping; not for any great reason, but just because it was fun.


  As she rose higher and higher she realized she was an integral part of an unbroken chain. A single life that stretched around the globe. She was joined to everything by secret knowledge: the hum of living—of being, for its own sake. The question was not “Why?” The question was “Why not?”


  Darla looked down at the car, bouncing along, so serious and comical at the same time. She could just make out the top of her own head. She was beginning to stir. The journey was almost over. Up ahead was the sprawling studio compound. Hal Roach Studios! It was time for a little girl to meet her future.


  


  Darla’s head bounced on the car window. She rubbed her eyes and looked over at her mother, who was driving intently. She noticed Darla stirring and looked at her.


  “Everything okay? You fell asleep. We’re almost there. Look, you can see it up ahead.”


  “I know, I saw,” Darla said sleepily, stretching in place. Her mother gave her a queer look, which Darla ignored.


  They drove into the parking lot and found a spot to park. They got out of the car and they both stretched, feeling a little stiff from the long drive. Then they walked over to the main building.


  Hal Roach Studios!


  Darla tried to imagine the inside of the building. Constant laughter, unending fun and silliness. The best place to work on the entire planet. And here Darla was, about to get a coveted audition. Amazing! She could hardly wait until she saw Mr. White again, so she could thank him.


  They approached the glorious white columns that framed the front door. There was a big sign above them. “Hal Roach Studios,” her mother read aloud.


  They walked up to the door. It was oddly quiet. Darla listened. She expected to hear all kinds of bustle from within, but there was nothing. Odd.


  Her mother stepped up and pushed the buzzer. Nothing. No sound could be heard to announce their arrival. Darla had a big smile on her face, all ready to make a good first impression, but nothing happened at all. They stood there for a moment or two, looking more and more puzzled.


  Darla’s mother was about to pound on the door itself when a man carrying an armload of wooden planks walked by behind them. He had a cigarette in his mouth and his eyes looked straight ahead. He didn’t so much as glance at them as he walked by. He was only three feet from them when he passed. Darla and her mother looked at each other for a few seconds, nonplussed.


  Immediately another man, this one carrying a large stack of papers under his arm, came from the other direction.


  Darla’s mother said quickly, “Please, Excuse me, can you help us? We are here for an audition. No one seems to be answering the front door.”


  The man stopped and looked at them. “Oh, hi! Yeah, no one answers that door. You are just supposed to go right in. I don’t know if that buzzers ever worked. But if you are here for an audition, you need to follow me around to the back.”


  He continued walking before they could say a word.


  Darla looked at her mother, who was frowning. Darla said quietly, “Come on, Mom. It’s okay. That’s probably just how they do things here. Let’s go.”


  They followed the man around the side of the main building, which was quite large. Darla had seen “Dogs of War” and had known a little of what to expect. Her mother had no idea, of course. She was no fan of the Gang, that was certain. She did want her daughter to succeed though. That was also certain. Besides, her mother was a movie nut. She was just as excited to be here as Darla was.


  The man led them on a long walk around to the back of the complex. There was a little warren of small buildings, most of which seemed to have no obvious purpose. There were a few signs posted, but Darla couldn’t read them. Damn, she really needed to learn how to read. She was at such a tactical disadvantage.


  Up ahead, Darla saw about a dozen people standing in line at the door of one of the small buildings. She wondered what the line was for. Maybe it was a line for the bathroom?


  As the three of them approached, Darla saw the line was composed of small and large persons and that they seemed to alternate: one tall, one small. Darla’s heart sank at the implication. But they had an appointment, right? These kids can’t all have appointments, can they?


  Darla heard her mother say “Shit!” under her breath. Darla had to concur.


  The man leading them said, “Okay, this is where you get off. Just stand here until someone comes out to talk to you.”


  Darla’s mother looked at him doubtfully. “But we have an appointment for an audition. Do all these people have appointments?”


  The man was already nodding before she finished her question. Damn!


  “Good luck, darlings!” The man said and winked at her mother. He immediately turned his back to them and walked away.


  Her mother’s mouth dropped open. Then she sighed and said to Darla, “I should have known. Appointment indeed!” She leaned close to Darla and said in a low voice, “Wait here, I am going in to find out what’s going on.” She looked determined. She elbowed her way to the front of the line with a chorus of “Excuse me, pardon me, excuse me, pardon me.” Then she opened the door and went inside.


  With her mother gone, Darla tried to assess what she had to assume was the competition. She looked up and down the line, frankly appraising everyone she saw. Darla was not the youngest. That she didn’t expect. There were a couple of mothers carrying what must be almost newborn babies, which fussed or slept.


  Then there was a tier of two and three year olds. They were running through the line pushing each other, shouting, etc. They had no idea why they were here. There was another girl and boy, both around five. These two eyed Darla cautiously, the little boy smiling shyly at her. The girl was all business. She was dressed in a very frilly dress, her hair up in cute pigtails. It looked like she was wearing stage make up! At an audition? How revolting.


  Darla had met her type before: trained to the teeth as a dancer and a singer. The problem was, these girls usually couldn’t act, mainly because they just weren’t that bright. But you never knew. Some kids lived to audition. Darla had seen that during her two years in vaudeville. Their auditions were amazing, but they were terminally stiff during actual performances.


  Darla couldn’t imagine Hal Roach being fooled by this type. Inconceivable. This girl was the antithesis of an Our Gang kid. And her mother looked like a typical, high-maintenance stage mother. She was ridiculously overdressed for an Our Gang audition. She was wearing pearls, for God’s sake.


  After a few minutes, Darla mother opened the door and left the building. She made her way back down the crowded steps. Darla saw the other mothers trying to avoid direct eye contact with her. She was the enemy, after all. She rejoined Darla in line and whispered, “Well, I’ve never seen anything like it! You may not believe it, but there are just as many people waiting inside the building! I did get to the desk and told the woman there we were expected. We are on the official list. I guess we just have to decide whether or not to wait. It took us over an hour to get here. I hate to go without seeing anyone. What do you think, honey?”


  Darla sighed. She had even less patience for waiting in line than her mother did. But she was so close she could taste it. An audition with the famous Hal Roach and all they had to do was wait for a couple of hours?


  Darla looked into her mother’s eyes. She pressed her hands together, making the universal sign for: “please, can we?”


  Her mother sighed and said without rancor, “Fine. I agree. Let’s wait. Maybe the line will start to move faster. Has anyone made it inside since we got here?”


  Darla stuck her lower lip out and shook her head.


  “Okay then,” her mother said calmly. She squared her shoulders resolutely and took a small book from her purse. She began to read to herself.


  


  Okay. Here I am, waiting for an audition with the great Hal Roach. I am hoping for an chance to join the very Gang itself! All I need is…um…patience.


  But Darla had more patience than she knew. And even though it did take some time, the line in front of them began to move. By the time Darla and her mother reached the door, there were four more pairs waiting behind them. Several others had come and left, not opting to wait.


  The two of them entered the small building. As her mother had promised, there was a waiting area inside too. There were about six groups in front of them. Darla tried to pair up all of the mothers and kids in her mind, but her count kept coming out wrong. There were too many kids here. Maybe some of the kids had brought siblings or friends?


  Darla noticed a lone child playing to the side with some toys that must have come from the small toy chest by the wall. There were toys scattered around the room, and some of the youngest kids had already begun to play with them.


  The kids Darla’s age looked tempted, but the discipline of being inveterate professionals kept them from going for it. Their mothers would never have allowed it in any case.


  Darla decided to see what was up with this loner kid. Besides, the toys looked great. There were crayons and paper, stuffed animals, tea sets: a serious toy bonanza.


  Darla walked up to the little girl, who looked to be about her age, maybe a little older. She was dark skinned and about Darla’s height.


  Darla sat next to her and asked, “Whatcha doin? Can I play too? My name’s Darla. What’s yours?”


  The little girl looked up at her with large brown eyes and smiled.


  “Hi, my name’s Lisa. Nice to meet you, Darla.”


  Then the two of them played in earnest. Lisa was a beautiful little girl, and very sweet, too. Darla got very involved in a bunch of the toys. She figured that if Hal was going to leave toys out here, she may as well put them to some good use.


  She and Lisa were coloring side by side when her mother walked over and whispered, “Psssst! Come on Darla, we’re next!”


  Darla said, “I have to go Lisa. It was really nice to meet you. Good luck today with your audition!”


  Then something occurred to her. “Hey, you were here before me, why didn’t you get your turn yet? That’s not fair!” Darla started to get indignant for Lisa.


  Lisa placed her hand on Darla’s arm and grinned at her. “It’s okay, Darla, don’t worry about it. I already work here.”


  Darla’s mouth dropped open in amazement.


  


  Darla gripped her mother’s hand as they entered the audition room through the plain white door.


  The audition room itself was painted a light shade of yellow. The walls were scuffed and marked with long use. There was another chest of toys in here, off in one corner. There were various playthings scattered around the room: a rocking horse, a small tricycle, several balls of various shapes and colors.


  There was an upright piano in another corner. Sitting at it was a short man wearing a bowler hat. He had a lit cigarette dangling from his lips and he was improvising a bit of ragtime, looking down at the keys intently. As Darla and her mother walked to the center of the room, he looked up and paused, pushing his hat back to rub his forehead. He looked exhausted.


  There were other adults in the room too. There was a man sitting behind a long rectangular table not too far from the piano. This table faced the door Darla and her mother had just come through. A moment later, this man was joined by a younger man who entered through the back door.


  There was also a kid at the table. He was dark skinned and looked to be about eleven. Like the piano player, he also wore a smart bowler hat. He looked a bit dusty, like he had been playing outdoors recently. As a matter of fact, Darla thought he looked a bit like Ernie Morrison in “Young Sherlocks.” Then she looked closer. He was Ernie Morrison. Oh my dearest Lord. I have died and have gone to heaven! She tried desperately to keep her expression neutral.


  Certainly Ernie was one of her favorites; both he and Mickey were. Darla tried to recall the day she had seen “Young Sherlocks.” Was that the time she had snuck out of her room with Butch? Probably. Ernie had been so brilliant—such a masterful performer. At this moment, he was looking intently at a piece of paper on the table in front of him. He had a short, stubby pencil in his hand and it looked like he was writing something—or maybe drawing?


  None of the people in the room had so much as looked at Darla and her mother as they entered the room. Darla stayed quiet while they worked through whatever they were doing. She had auditioned before and knew the drill. Don’t speak unless spoken to. Darla would do her best to handle herself like a professional. Wait! She was an actual professional. She had to remind herself of that. It had been so long since she felt like one.


  Eventually, the older of the two men sitting at the table looked at Darla’s mother. “Hello…” He looked down at the piece of paper in front of him. “…Mrs. Darling?”


  He looked at Darla for the first time. “And that would make you…”


  “Darla,” she said coyly.


  He scrutinized the paper again. “Darla…Darling? Your real name is Darla Darling?” He looked incredulous.


  Darla felt color rising in her cheeks. It wasn’t her fault. She looked at her mother, who was clearly nonplussed. Then Darla looked back at the men and jerked her thumb towards her mother, rolling her eyes. Don’t blame me! Both men smiled. Her mother stammered and started to mutter something, but the older man made a calming gesture with his hands.


  “It’s okay, Mrs. Darling. We’re just surprised. We’ve heard a lot of stage names and…that sure sounded like one! You can have a seat over there if you wouldn’t mind.”


  He pointed to a chair directly behind Darla. She knew the significance of the chair placement. That was the one place in the room where Darla couldn’t see her. There would be no coaching during this audition. Darla enjoyed this bit of cleverness. In any event, she had no need of her mother’s coaching. The very idea of it made her smile.


  Darla turned her attention back to the table in front of her. She glanced surreptitiously at Ernie, but he was still busy scribbling on the piece of paper in front of him. She wondered if there was any particular reason he was here. Was he helping with the auditions? She had never been auditioned by a kid before.


  The older man said, “Hi Darla. My name is Mr. McGowan, I’d like to know a little more about you. Can you answer some questions for me?”


  Darla looked at Mr. McGowan. If she had to guess, she would put his age at around forty. He had a very friendly face, close-cropped dark hair with a few touches of gray and a high, receding hairline. He wore a pair of round spectacles.


  “Sure!” Darla smiled. She was beginning to relax a little. Things seemed to be moving along in the way they usually did.


  “Have you done any performing before?”


  Darla’s performance history would be part of the public record, she knew. In any case, she was quite proud of the work that she had done. “Yes. I worked for two years at the Aurora theatre. I was in five shows a week there.”


  “Ah, a vaudevillian! I see. What kind of parts did you play there?”


  “Well, I played all kinds of parts. I played girls and boys. On most nights, I was the only kid in the cast. I had to do a little bit of everything.” The two men looked at each other when Darla mentioned playing both boys and girls. What was the significance of that? She had no idea.


  “Can you sing or dance?”


  Darla could indeed. She was not rigorously trained in either, but she could handle herself pretty well. She nodded. “Yes, sir.”


  Mr. McGowan turned to face Ernie. “Ernie, would you mind giving Darla some steps to try?”


  Ernie looked at him. “Sure, will do.” He got up, walked around the table and stood next to Darla. He had still not actually looked her in the eyes yet. Darla wondered if he was always like this or if he was just tired from the long day.


  Ernie looked over at the piano player and made eye contact. Both nodded and the piano player began to play a simple, bouncy tune.


  “Watch me,” Ernie said. Then he proceeded to do some very simple steps to the music. There were only a couple of steps. “Now you do it with me.”


  The music started again and Darla was able to copy the steps easily. This was baby stuff for her. She had danced every night in one number or another at the theatre.


  “Okay. Now watch again,” Ernie said.


  This time the music was faster and the steps were more complicated. Darla really had to watch carefully. She emptied her mind and let it absorb what she saw and heard. The sound, or rather the rhythm of the steps was just as important as how they looked.


  “Now with me,” he said.


  The music looped around and as before, Darla danced the steps just as Ernie had—barely. She was very near the limit of her skill.


  He nodded at her, appreciatively.


  “Very good. Now…” he grinned at her mischievously, “…watch me…closely.”


  This time the music and the steps were ridiculously hard. Ernie’s legs were moving so fast that Darla would have needed the new ‘slow motion’ to even see what he was doing—never mind actually doing it herself. Her fear rose. There was no way she would get this.


  “Now with me,” Ernie said calmly, his breathing completely normal. He hadn’t even broken a sweat.


  The music looped around and Darla did a very clumsy imitation of Ernie’s steps. Just before the end, her feet got so tangled up that she tripped and fell down on the wooden floor—hard! She heard her mother gasp behind her. The music stopped. Darla looked up at Ernie with a crooked smile on her face.


  She said honestly, “Sorry, I’m not good enough to do that one.”


  Ernie grinned down at her and put his hand out.


  “That’s okay,” he said, helping her to her feet. “That one is too hard. Only one kid today could follow that!”


  Darla was amazed. She wondered if it was the other five-year-old girl she had seen earlier, but it might not have been. They had obviously been auditioning kids all day. Darla had only been here for a couple of hours.


  “Wow!” She couldn’t think of anything else to say.


  Mr. McGowan said, “Thanks Ernie. That’s all for now. Darla, can you sing? What songs do you know?”


  “Yes, I can sing.” She thought for a moment. “I’d like to sing ‘Look for the Silver Lining’ please. That’s one I know pretty well.”


  Darla had auditioned with this song before. All piano players knew it, so it was safe. Actually, they had probably already heard it at least ten times today.


  She looked over at the piano player. “Could you play it in ‘C’ please?” He looked at her and nodded, then launched into the song.


  Mr. McGowan said, “Just the first eight bars please.”


  Darla nodded and sang the first eight bars of “Look for the Silver Lining” credibly enough.


  Mr. McGowan took some notes on the clipboard he was carrying. Then he looked at the man next to him, the younger man, who had still said nothing so far. Mr. McGowan mouthed something to him and the younger man looked back at Darla and nodded.


  Mr. McGowan said, “Ernie, would you mind helping us do a little acting?”


  Ernie grinned. “Sure Mr. McGowan, let’s do it.”


  He got up and bounded over to Darla in a couple of steps.


  Mr. McGowan said, “Okay, Darla. Ernie here has just taken your favorite toy from you. I want you to convince him to give it back to you. But I want you to do it without saying a word. Do you understand?”


  Pantomime? Darla knew that the actors in movies actually spoke their lines during filming, because she had seen a movie being made in her town once. Maybe they just wanted to see what she could do without speaking, like a real mime would. Mabel had told her about mimes. They were like clowns, but with real actor training—and they never spoke.


  Darla nodded. “Yes, sir.” She could do this.


  Ernie trotted over to the toy chest in the corner and picked out a stuffed animal. It was so worn that Darla could barely tell what it was. It looked like a little donkey. Ernie dropped it on the floor and walked away from it. Then he turned and pretended to find it. He picked it up and looked it over, smiling at his good fortune.


  Darla walked by him and stopped. She looked around at the ground thoughtfully, like she had just lost something.


  Then she noticed Ernie and looked him over. Darla exaggerated her movements a little bit, just like she would have on stage. It seemed to her that motion picture acting had some similarities with stage acting. You had to be pretty obvious with your intentions because there was no sound. People needed to know what you were doing just by looking at you.


  Darla noticed the donkey. She put her hand over her mouth in surprise. She shook her finger at Ernie and scowled. She stamped her foot to get his attention. He looked over and gave her an “Are you talking to me?” look. A look of pure innocence. Darla pointed angrily at the stuffed animal and then softened her expression to one of pleading. She pressed her hands together, just like she had with her mother earlier and looked at Ernie imploringly. She walked up to him slowly in small, tortured steps. She felt her eyes welling up with tears—she was so sad. A single tear rolled down her cheek.


  Ernie was so touched that he forgot himself for a moment and moved towards her as if to comfort her—Darla, the person rather than her character.


  But then he recovered, remembering his goal just as Darla reached out for the donkey. A canny look came over his face and he held the animal up high. She had been so close to tricking him. Her face immediately changed into a mask of rage, her sadness disappearing in a heartbeat. She pointed up at the donkey and jammed her finger angrily into her open palm. The universal gesture for “give me that goddamn thing right now, or else!” Ernie closed his eyes and shook his head. He kept the donkey just out of Darla’s reach.


  Well, dammit! This made Darla’s character hopping mad, so she took a step back, looked Ernie up and down, and then stamped on the top of his foot—hard! The sound of her heel echoed, and she heard her mother gasp involuntarily.


  Ernie’s eyes flew open. He dropped the donkey and backed up. Darla reached down and scooped up her prized possession. She began soothing it like a lost puppy. She looked triumphantly at Ernie—who was looking at her like she was axe murderer. He was terrified.


  But Darla had known what she was doing. She had done it before at the Aurora. They had taught her there how to strike someone and redirect the majority of the force. Most of Darla’s foot had stomped on the floor. She hadn’t really hurt him, it just looked and sounded like she had…right?


  Immediately, Darla had a moment of doubt. Maybe she had over done it? Oh dear God, did I get carried away? She turned and looked at her mother. She had her hand up to her mouth, a look of terror on her face. Oh God. Then Darla turned and looked at the table. The two men were both looking at her, their mouths hanging open. Oh dear…


  Truly afraid, Darla looked back at Ernie. He was smiling.


  He clapped and said enthusiastically, “Now that’s acting!”


  Then, to Darla’s amazement, he actually bowed to her. Ernie Morrison, one of the leading men of Our Gang, bowed to Darla. She tried to remain calm and returned his bow with a delicate courtesy. Then she walked over and handed the donkey to Ernie. He took it from her with a silly, scared look on his face like, “Was that really an act?” He smiled again. Darla loved that smile.


  Ernie walked back to the table and sat down. The three of them huddled together and shared a few brief words. Darla wondered if they were asking Ernie about his foot. She really hoped she hadn’t over done it.


  Then the younger man turned to the piano player and spoke for the first time. “Al, could you do me a favor and get Mary? I need her for a minute.”


  The piano player stood up immediately. “Sure thing, Mr. Roach.” Then he left the room by the back door, shutting it quietly behind him.


  Mr. Roach? Darla tried not to react to this visibly. Hal Roach? He, himself, was here auditioning Darla? She was shocked and amazed. It seemed inconceivable that a man of his importance sat through hours of auditions with little kids. Talk about the personal touch.


  Hal Roach was a large, imposing man. He radiated a sense of personal power and charisma. He was also ten years younger and way more handsome than Mr. McGowan, with thick, dark hair, parted nicely on one side. He did have a big nose, but it wasn’t ugly. It fit his face perfectly. In fact, Darla thought he could easily star in movies. Then she wondered for a moment why he didn’t? If Darla owned a movie studio, she would cast herself all the time. Maybe making movies was more fun than being in them? Could that be possible? That was a radical notion for Darla, and one that she had never considered before.


  Hal Roach turned to Darla. “Darla, I’m Mr. Roach. It’s very nice to meet you. Would you mind waiting for a few more minutes? I’d like to see one more thing before we let you go. Is that alright? I know it’s been a long day and you must be pretty tired.”


  Darla swallowed and nodded, her eyes wide. She had no words to say to this legend. She stood and waited, marveling at this day and everything that had transpired so far. Even if nothing came of this audition, she would have a story to tell that no one would ever believe.


  After another minute, the back door opened and Darla saw the piano player out in the hall, holding the door for someone else. Immediately, two little girls came through. The first one was Lisa, the girl from the waiting room. She had her head turned, looking over her shoulder at a second girl, who was giggling and talking to her in a soft voice. She looked a few years older than Lisa. She was a pretty blond, with soft, shoulder length hair and big, beautiful eyes. Actually, she looked a little like Mary Kornman…


  Oh my God! She was Mary Kornman. Darla had memorized her face from her movies. Darla couldn’t believe it. The leading lady of Our Gang here at her audition?


  Just looking at Mary took Darla’s breath away: she was absolutely luminous. She may have been the prettiest girl Darla had ever seen. She was even prettier in person than she was on film, if that was possible.


  Not too long ago, Darla had been thinking terrible thoughts about replacing Mary as the Gang’s leading lady. But now Darla realized the truth. She was nowhere near that pretty and she probably never would be. Darla was interesting looking and possibly talented, but the Gang’s leading lady had to be…well, someone boys would fight over. It was that simple. The next Mary would need to be beautiful, not just interesting and talented.


  Dammit! Where were her mother’s good looks when she needed them? This sudden realization made Darla feel like crying. She was way out of her league here. Yes, she had done well so far, but this was so over the top. Mary goddamn Kornman? Who could compete with that?


  Then, with great effort, Darla got her mood under control. You are a goddamn professional, Darla Darling, and you will not succumb to this wooly thinking! Stiff upper lip! Hal Roach himself asked you to stay and perform. So you will give him a goddamn show!


  Thankfully, all of the attention in the room was temporarily on Lisa and Mary. No one had witnessed the turmoil on Darla’s face. She willed herself to relax.


  Mary walked over to the table and stood silently next to Mr. Roach while he talked softly to Mr. McGowan. Lisa went to the back of the room, behind the big table and sat on the edge of a small desk pushed against the wall. She climbed up and sat facing Darla. Then she gave Darla a little wave. Darla returned it by wiggling her fingers discretely.


  After a moment, Mr. Roach turned to Mary. “Hi Mary. Thanks for coming. Sorry to interrupt rehearsal. I was hoping that you might help us with a short scene? Is that alright?”


  Mary said in a soft voice that Darla could barely hear, “Yes of course, Mr. Roach.”


  Hal Roach continued, “Ernie, Mary, could you go up and stand next to Darla please?” They both nodded and walked over, standing on either side of her.


  Darla was in total shock. Here she was, standing between these two Our Gang legends. Oh, Dear Lord. She was so nervous.


  Hal Roach clasped his hands together, elbows on the table in front of him.


  “Okay kids, here’s what I’d like you to do…”


  


  Darla was exhausted. She wasn’t sure if she had ever been this tired.


  She and her mother walked around the main building and headed back to the car.


  Darla was so tired that she held her mother’s hand. She didn’t do it often, only when she was feeling very lost at sea, which was exactly how she felt right now. She wasn’t sad or mad, or even glad. She was just tired. The whole ordeal had been long and grueling and then it had just…ended. And there was no indication as to whether or not she had been hired.


  Before Darla had left the audition room, Mr. Roach thanked her for coming and said they would let her know one way or the other. Darla was not sure whether to be relieved or disappointed. On the one hand, she had an image, a fantasy in her mind, of everyone in the studio rushing up to her and hoisting her high in the air, declaring her a long-lost-and-now-reunited Our Gang member. But Darla reminded herself that was not the way business was done. Decisions were rarely made that quickly. They had probably seen hundreds of girls as talented as Darla. There was no way to even know what they were looking for. These things were always a mystery.


  Darla’s mother seemed to realize that Darla needed some time for silent reflection and had not said anything yet. Darla was truly thankful for that. She really did need a bit of time to clear her head. So much had happened.


  Darla was amazed that she got to audition with Mary and Ernie. She couldn’t wait to tell Butch and the gang. That was going to be great. They would be all “ooh” and “ahh.” The boys would ask about Mary, of course. And Darla would tell them the truth. Mary Kornman was one of the sweetest, most standup gals Darla had ever met. She would tell them about the scene they had done together. Mr. Roach had wanted wanted to see how Darla would play as Mary’s little sister. He put Ernie in the role of the bad guy. He was supposed to pick on Mary and Darla was supposed to come to Mary’s rescue. Then they did it the other way. Mary had to come to Darla’s rescue. It was simple and short. The two variations were all done in a few minutes.


  Mary had been a pleasure to work with. She was very bright and intuitive and had treated Darla like a professional the entire time. There had not been one instant of hesitation, or jealousy, or any attempts to upstage Darla. Mary was not an amateur and Darla loved her immediately. She could see why Mary had been chosen for her role in the Gang. She was very quiet and easy to work with. Mary might not have done as well on the live stage, where Darla’s big voice was an advantage, but in motion pictures, it wasn’t an issue.


  Darla was so grateful that had thanked both Mary and Ernie before leaving the room. The audition had gone as well as it possibly could have, with the exception of the hard dance that Ernie did. But they had to test her limits. Darla understood that. They had done it to all of the kids.


  Darla had a feeling that her acting scene with Ernie had left an impression. She had really let herself go in that one. What was the point of coming here and being timid? This was probably her best chance to join Our Gang. She had to go for it, didn’t she?


  Her mother paused for a moment when they reached the small, gravel parking lot. Then she began to walk purposely towards one of the cars. They all looked the same to Darla. They were, in fact, mostly the same model of car, and all black too. How on earth, did anyone ever find their own car? It was a mystery.


  When they reached their car, Darla got in on her side. She gripped the door with both hands and gave it a big yank to close it. Her mother got in on her side and sat for a moment without starting the car. She looked at Darla.


  “Are you alright, honey?”


  “Yes, I’m alright Mom. Tired, but yeah, I’m okay. Thanks for letting me stay. I really appreciate it. You have no idea how much this audition meant to me.”


  “I could tell how much it meant to you. I don’t think I’ve ever seen you in such a state!”


  Darla looked thoughtful. “You’re right, Mom. This meant the world to me. It was all up to me in there. I made my choices and now I have to live with them. Do you know what I mean?”


  Darla’s mother looked deeply amused.


  “God, Darla. Sometimes I forget you’re only five.”


  “But Mom, I’ll be six in six weeks!”


  Her mother started the car and put it into gear. “Very true, honey. Well, we have a long ride back. We’d better get going.”


  The regular sound of the old Ford’s engine kicked in as they got on the main road, and Darla started to feel sleepy. She yawned and rested her head against the padded side of the door. The light of the mid-December sky began to fade into darkness.


  Darla slept the entire way home. She was so tired that her mother had to carry her upstairs and tuck her into bed.


  On a branch of the tree outside Darla’s bedroom, a large, black shape watched.
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  Sweet Nothings


  Mabel pushed the stroller slowly down the path just as she had on another day at the same park; a day that seemed so long ago. She considered for a moment and realized that she hadn’t been back here since then—and really, who could blame her?


  What an awful day that had been. Mabel had felt so…helpless. That was before she had started working for the Smith’s, before her mother’s redemption, before Darla’s audition.


  Mabel hoped that Darla got some good news from Hal Roach studios. Mabel didn’t know much about the Our Gang movies, but Darla loved them and that was good enough for Mabel. Besides, that audition had been the first thing to successfully divert Darla’s attention from the Aurora and her firing. Hallelujah!


  Mabel had tried her best to help Darla and had failed miserably. Not only had she failed, but she had thoroughly humiliated herself in the process. Well, at least she had tried. She had done her best. Miraculously, while Mabel had been out there making a fool of herself, Darla had managed to find a new agent and get an audition for a movie studio. That little girl would never cease to amaze her.


  What had Mabel done during that time? Was she being too hard on herself? She thought about it.


  Mabel had, without any substantial help, figured out the secret of her own existence: the circumstances surrounding her birth, her father and the family finances. She had also applied to and been accepted at a prestigious teacher’s college. Oh…and one other thing. She had also managed to fall in love.


  So much had happened. How long had it been? She stopped for a moment and counted on her fingers.


  That couldn’t be right, could it? She recalculated. Yes, her count was right. It had only been three months since that day in the park. That was early in September and now it was mid-December. In fact, it was just a week until Christmas. How could so much have happened in such a short time?


  Jimmy arched his back and turned his head, looking up at her questioningly. He was wondering why they were stopped. Once he was in the stroller, he liked to go, go, go.


  “It’s okay, Jimmy. I was just counting.” Then she grabbed the stroller by the handles and gave it a push. The wheels caught on the uneven cobblestones and Jimmy closed his eyes, smiling. He liked to feel the wind on his face. Sometimes he would make a humming sound when Mabel pushed the stroller. Every bump they hit made his lips vibrate in a silly way. It was a little game he liked to play.


  Mabel continued to push the stroller along the path. She felt her heart beating a little faster as she neared her destination.


  “So what did you hear? I heard that she ended up down at the local police station!”


  “Did Mabel say anything to you? Do you know anything?”


  Those voices. Mabel stopped, experiencing a sinking feeling of déjà vu. It was Rose and Jill. Mabel felt a rush of panic. Were those two gossiping about her—again?


  When she had first met Rose and Jill, Mabel had so wanted to be liked by them. She had felt so alone in those days.


  With a great effort of will, Mabel fought down her panic. She would not let her enjoyment of this park be compromised by these two busy bodies ever again. I will not! Especially not today. She was here to meet someone. That thought made her smile.


  Mabel pushed the stroller forward. Sitting on the usual bench, she saw the familiar silhouettes of Rose and Jill. They couldn’t see Mabel because she had come up behind them. Their backs were to her.


  In between her two “friends” sat a much taller figure.


  A deep voice said, “Well Ladies, I assumed that it wasn’t any business of mine, so I never asked. I really think folks should mind their own business. Don’t you?”


  Mabel melted inside at his words. Oh, I do love that man!


  She forged ahead and pushed the stroller into view. Three heads turned.


  At the sight of Mabel, Rose and Jill turned pale white. Charles stood up at once, beaming.


  “Hullo, Mabel,” he said shyly.


  “Mabel! Oh dear. Mabel, why I, we…” Rose said, standing slowly.


  Jill mumbled an incoherent string of half-finished apologies.


  “I think that the two of you were just leaving, weren’t you?” Mabel said sternly, her arms folded under her breasts.


  The two women looked sheepishly at each other and nodded.


  “Why, yes, we were. Jill, come along…Jill!” Rose jostled the unresponsive woman, who stood up slowly.


  Rose and Jill walked down the path a few steps and Rose turned, looking back at Mabel. She hesitated, obviously pained. Then she walked briskly back and whispered in Mabel’s ear, “Mabel, dear. I am so, so very sorry. We have been worried about you and really do wish you the best.”


  Then Rose pulled away and glanced slyly at Charles for a moment. She put her lips right up to Mabel’s ear and whispered, “You two make an adorable couple! Charles certainly has matured, my dear, and if the look on his face is any indication, you are the reason. Oh…also, he didn’t tell us a thing!”


  Rose pulled back and arched her eyebrows. She gave Mabel a quick peck on the cheek and took off after Jill, who was wandering aimlessly a few yards further along the path.


  Mabel felt a warm blush spreading up her back. She turned towards Charles. “Hello Charles. It would seem that you have already met Rose and Jill?”


  He looked sheepish. “Yes, they come into the store sometimes. Hey, I’ve never see those two apart, have you?”


  “No, I haven’t. Rose and Jill. They are a pair.” She watched the two of them disappear around a bend in the path.


  Mabel smiled at Charles, cocking her head. “That was very gallant of you, Charles. Thank you for defending me.”


  “Well, Mabel,” he said, with rock-solid earnestness. “I don’t like the idea of unfriendly gossip. I especially don’t like it when the questions aren’t even about me! I have no business spreading rumors about others, I don’t.”


  He continued, “I was sitting here on the bench, just like you and I agreed, when those two walked by and recognized me. I told them I was here to meet you and then they swarmed me, asking all kinds of questions…” He smiled. “I think they were a little frustrated. I may be a simple guy, but I’m not stupid.”


  She took his arm and sat him down on the bench.


  “I don’t think you’re a ‘simple guy’ at all, Charles Smith. Although sometimes I do think women try to take advantage of you. I’ve seen it happen at the store,” she chided him.


  He looked at her, smiling. “I suppose I do like women, Mabel. I do like to be helpful to them when I can be, that’s so. But the truth is, there’s only one girl for me and that’s you.”


  He said this with such simple honesty that Mabel’s mouth dropped open.


  “Why Charles! I had no idea!” she smiled, the color in her cheeks blooming. “Really?”


  “I’m afraid so, Mabel. That’s just the way it is.” Then he leaned forward and tentatively kissed her. As their lips touched, Mabel felt her heart pound. He pulled away slowly, and she looked up at him with large eyes. She let out a small sigh.


  “I hope that was alright?” Charles said to her, looking concerned.


  “Yes,” she said, nodding. “Yes it was, Charles Smith. Things were bad there for a while, but I think everything is going to be alright.”


  Mabel leaned forward and kissed him again.


  From his stroller, Jimmy looked at them and said, “Oooohhh…”


  Then he started clapping.
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  The Path


  It was the middle of the night and Darla lay in her bed wide awake.


  The clock in the kitchen indicated it was just past two a.m. Darla knew this because she had just gone down to check. Two a.m. Not good. Darla couldn’t understand why she was having so much trouble sleeping the past few nights.


  Yes, she was still waiting to hear from Hal Roach Studios. The audition was almost a week ago and there was still no word. She was beginning to resign herself to the fact that she had not secured a spot in the Gang. Yes, she was sad, but she knew the odds had been low to begin with. Her mother had read Darla an article in the newspaper about the auditions. Apparently, every kid in L.A. had been down there. No wonder the staff at Hal Roach Studios was exhausted.


  Well, Darla could live with professional rejection. She was used to it. It was part of her job. These sleepless nights on the other hand—they were getting ridiculous. And to add insult to injury, each night she had been visited by a bird.


  It was always the same thing. Bird appears, Darla follows bird down the black highway. Darla goes back to bed and wakes up exhausted.


  What did it all mean? What was the black highway? Was it death? Were the birds death? Was anything death? Did it have absolutely nothing whatsoever to do with death? Darla once heard that dreams always meant something. Were these even dreams? What else could they be?


  Darla felt like she was living in a twisted version of “A Christmas Carol,” but instead of cool ghosts, she got: birds. The crow of Christmas present? The chicken of Christmas past? Bah, Humbug!


  “Kaw-ka-kaw-ka-kaw!”


  Darla rolled over and sat up, startled. What the heck? That was really loud!


  The sound came from outside her closed bedroom window. Darla always closed her window before bedtime now. She hoped that the annoying birds might get the hint and leave her be. She peered through the window. Standing on the branch of her climbing tree was a…


  Rooster!?


  Yup, a rooster. Are you kidding me? She felt like throwing a shoe at it. “Shoo,” she hissed, “Go away!”


  Hey, wait just a cotton-picking minute! When had she fallen asleep? As far as Darla knew, she was still wide awake. Good Lord, was she going to be harassed by birds even when she was awake? It was too much. Darla rolled over and pulled her blanket over her head and shut her eyes, willing the stupid rooster to go away.


  Darla heard her window open. What? She pulled the covers down and looked. Sure enough, the window was open all the way and the rooster was standing on the sill, looking at her quizzically, its head moving this way and that.


  “Hello, Darla,” it said in a deep voice. “Mind if I come in?”


  Darla gaped. She didn’t know what to say. She must have fallen asleep. That was the only reasonable explanation. What else could explain a talking rooster? Maybe he was a bit of undigested beef? Doubtful. Darla had eaten chicken for dinner.


  “Well, are you going to make me stand here all night?” the rooster asked.


  “Sure, okay, fine,” Darla said, resigned. “Please come in…um, rooster. Do you have a name?”


  The rooster considered for a moment. “You may call me ‘Path’.” He leapt nimbly from the sill to the floor of her room and stood proudly in a bright shaft of moonlight.


  Darla was confused. “Do you mean your name is actually ‘Path,’ like the thing you walk on?”


  “I am only a bird. Abstraction is not my forte…” He paused, momentarily distracted by a crumb of something on the floor. He pecked the spot once and swallowed. “…Now follow me, Darla Darling…if you will!”


  Darla sighed, “Fine! Let’s just get it over with. I really am getting a little tired of this whole business. Birds, birds, birds…,” she muttered to herself. They really were driving her nuts. Then it occurred to her, “Hey Path, why are you the only talking bird I’ve met so far? None of your other friends ever said a word.”


  Path hopped back onto the windowsill. He turned his head and looked at her. He arched his eyebrow and intoned in an overdramatic radio announcer voice, “Because Darla Darling, I am the last!”


  With that, he leapt through the open window onto the nearest tree branch and made his way down to the ground. He was as sure-footed as a billy goat. Darla followed as quickly as she dared, even though she was pretty sure she was still asleep in her bed. But everything looked so real. No point in taking any chances. Within a minute, Darla stood on the ground next to Path. At some point, the ground had morphed into the usual colorless white plain.


  “What are you going to do about the flying part?” she asked. “All of the other birds could fly. No insult intended, of course.”


  “Never fear,” Path said, unruffled. “We are going for a walk.” And with that he turned and started walking.


  Darla started to follow, but Path abruptly stopped and said, “Child, say my name.”


  “Path” Darla said flatly, rolling her eyes. Such drama!


  The rooster lowered his head and pecked the ground once. From his beak a small black line appeared. It moved quickly away from them, widening into a broad avenue.


  “Come, Darla. You must follow the black road one last time. This is the last trip you will take with us. We came because you called. What gifts we can give you, we have. Beware: after this night, you shall receive what you desire most!”


  I called? Darla looked down at the rooster skeptically. What the heck was this crazy bird going on about? All these stupid birds had done was lead Darla around these stupid black roads. That was most definitely not what she wanted. What she wanted was a good night’s sleep. Then Darla remembered that these birds, or at least one of them, had been instrumental in her mother’s salvation, so that was one thing in their favor. Darla did owe them that. She decided to play along.


  “No offense Path, but that seems like a fair bit of hyperbole, wouldn’t you say? I mean, don’t get me wrong, I have really enjoyed these little ‘trips’ we’ve taken, your brothers and I, but there is no need to spoil it by getting all grandiose and apocalyptic.” Darla marveled at her spoken vocabulary. She didn’t normally talk like this. These weren’t words a five-year-old used, were they? Well, she would be six in six more weeks…


  The road in front of them turned sharply right and continued in a wide arc, turning at another point to the left. There seemed to be no sense to the layout of these “roads” at all.


  Straight line, curved line, straight line, curved line. After walking this way for what seemed like forever, Darla decided that enough was enough.


  “Look, Path,” she said. “It’s getting late and I…”


  “Darla, please shut up and keep walking.” Path said this flatly, without rancor.


  Darla stopped, outraged. “Well, I never! What kind of thing is that to say to a little kid, Path? Hey, wait up!”


  But Path did not wait up. He continued walking in a wide arc around the next turning in the road, completely oblivious to her indignation. Darla looked behind her. There was nothing but black squiggles. No sign of her house or the tree. If she didn’t follow this fowl she would have no way to get back home.


  Her shoulders slumped and she turned pouty. “Fine, Path. I’ll follow you, but I’m not gonna like it!” She stomped off after the bird, not liking it.


  After what seemed like an eternity, the rooster finally came to a stop. He turned to face Darla as she walked up behind him.


  “Darla, we have reached our destination. Here we will part ways. You must find your way back yourself. Remember: follow the path…”


  Darla looked around. Destination? Path? It all looked the same to her.


  Before Darla could object, the rooster flapped its meager wings and actually left the ground. As it did so, it transformed into a huge, white swan. She gasped. The huge bird hovered in front of Darla and touched its beak to her forehead. A kiss? Then it flew away. Darla watched as it receded into the distance. In a moment, it was gone.


  Well, I’ll be… She certainly hadn’t expected that to happen.


  Darla stood where she was and considered. She was standing at a crossroads, literally. Right here the black roads made a perfect cross. Which way should she go? What had the rooster said? Follow the path? But wasn’t he the path? None of this made any sense to her whatsoever.


  The two intersecting roads looked identical, so Darla shrugged and chose one at random. After following it for a moment, she was suddenly sure she was going the wrong way. She had no clue how she knew this, but it was true. So she backed up to the intersection and and chose another direction. Ahhh! That’s better! Now she knew she was going the right way. But how could that be? She continued, relying on this new sense, even though she had no idea what it was. She changed directions at several other intersections, each time taking the “better” way, the one that felt right. Then sure enough, just as Darla felt the road should be ending, it did. She saw her tree. She started to run, not wanting to lose sight of it. How long had she been out here? Hours? Days?


  Darla reached the bottom of the tree and climbed up into the branches. She took her time, not wanting to fall. She was so tired, but she felt weirdly happy too. She knew something, even though she had no idea what it was yet.


  Darla climbed through her bedroom window, got back into bed and slept a sleep of total rest. She had no dreams at all.


  


  Darla walked into the kitchen. It was late morning. She had been up for a couple of hours and was feeling very strange. She had this uncontrollable urge to be helpful and cheerful—both at the same time. It was not like her at all. She wondered if it had anything to do with the strange rooster she had met last night. Path? That was his name.


  Her mother was at the kitchen sink rinsing some dishes.


  “Hi Mom, is there anything I can help with?”


  Her mother looked at her skeptically. “Good morning, Darla. Help? Um…”


  Mabel was at the table trying to feed Jimmy again. He was sitting in his high chair, looking very happy—but not very hungry.


  Darla went over to Jimmy and gave him a kiss on his fat little cheek. He looked at her and reached out to touch her face. He suddenly looked very serious. He gently put one hand on her lip and then reached up with his other hand to touch her on the forehead. He was looking at something.


  Darla said, “Hey Jimmy, what’s the matter? Do I have a spot on my head or what?”


  He cooed and grinned at her. Then he started blowing bubbles. Darla leaned forward and gave him a kiss on his other cheek. “Hey Sis, can I feed him?”


  Mabel’s jaw dropped open for a second and then she looked at Darla skeptically.


  “Sure, Darla! I mean, are you sure? Are you okay?”


  “What’s the matter with everyone today?” Darla asked, frustrated. “Can’t a big sister feed her little brother every now and then?”


  “Sure she can,” Her mother said. “It’s just that it’s not really the kind of thing you normally…” she trailed off.


  Darla gently took the spoon from Mabel and held it up to Jimmy’s mouth. He swallowed it enthusiastically, so she repeated the sequence a few more times. He ate voraciously.


  “Do you ever feed this baby, Sis? He’s starving!”


  Mabel looked stunned. “How?” was all she could get out.


  Mabel and her mother were both looking at Darla in amazement. Mabel glanced at her mother, who shrugged, equally confused.


  Darla’s mother came over and laid her hand on Darla’s head. “Well, Darla, after you finish feeding Jimmy you could, you know…” she flinched, “…clean up your room…possibly?”


  “Oh, I already did that! Gee, it was really messy!”


  Her mother staggered over to one of the kitchen chairs and sat down, almost missing the seat. She reached over and put her hand on Darla’s forehead again. “Darla, are you alright?”


  “Why does everyone keep asking me that? Do I look sick?”


  Jimmy was finally slowing down. “I think he’s all done, Mabel. Here.” She handed her sister the spoon.


  At that moment, the doorbell rang.


  “I’ll get it!” Darla said, before her mother could get up. “I’m already up. I might as well do it.” She dashed across the kitchen and disappeared. Her footsteps could be heard as she ran down the steps to the front door of the house.


  Darla’s mother looked at Mabel. “Have you ever? What’s going on with her?”


  Mabel looked at her mother and slowly shook her head. “You don’t think she’s, well, growing up or something, do you?”


  “I have no idea,” her mother said truthfully.


  Then they heard a scream from the front of the house. Darla’s mother sprang to her feet. “Darla! What is it?”


  Then there was a peal of loud laughter follow by, “Oh my gosh!” Her mother relaxed.


  Darla came running into the kitchen.


  “Darla, what happened? What is it? Who was it?” her mother asked, sitting back down in her chair.


  “Mom, you are not going to believe this. It’s a telegram, for me! A man gave it to me at the front door!” She had the telegram open in her hands, the envelope held behind it. She had a look of shocked happiness on her face.


  Darla looked down at the yellow paper and said, “Listen to this: ‘Dear Darla. Stop. We loved your audition. Stop. Welcome to Our Gang. Stop. Congratulations. Stop. Sending contract to your agent. Stop. Best wishes and Merry Christmas. Stop. Hal Roach Studios. Stop!’”


  Darla held the telegram out to her mother. “See, Mom? It means that I’m in the Gang! Can you believe it? I’m really in!” She hopped up and down a couple of times and handed the telegram to her mother, who scanned it.


  Mabel had gone completely pale. “Darla, you…” she stammered in total shock and disbelief “…you can read!”


  Darla suddenly looked very confused. “I—what are you talking about, Mabel? You know I can’t…” Then Darla looked at the telegram again and a huge grin spread across her face.


  It was true. She could read.
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  Dust


  Mid January, 1925


  Darla opened her eyes.


  She was sitting in the back seat of the old Ford. Her mother and sister sat in the front seat. Mom was driving today. Darla could just make out the top of Jimmy’s head as he lay against Mabel’s body, her arms wrapped protectively around him.


  The car bumped along down a nondescript road somewhere in the L.A. basin.


  “Mom, are we almost there?” Darla asked, yawning.


  “Almost, dear. Mabel, this doesn’t look right, did I miss a turn?”


  Well that didn’t sound good. Darla really didn’t want to be late. It was bad form to be late on your first day—especially for your first film shoot. Darla smiled. She was on her way to do a movie with the Gang. Her very first film role.


  Darla thought about that day and the telegram. That had been a whole month ago. Christmas had come and gone. Darla had barely noticed.


  She loved Christmas of course. But like everything, it had its ups and downs too. Heck, Christmas meant she had to go to church an extra time. That wasn’t great, but she also got presents—and that was great. Santa Claus had been very good to her this year. She got a nice stack of books, including several H. G. Wells books. Darla had started reading “The Time Machine” before breakfast on Christmas Day. Oh my gosh, it was so good.


  Actually, Christmas almost hadn’t happened at the Darlings. The events of November and early December left little time for ornate plans, so they had to keep things simple. Mabel and Charles who, in Darla’s opinion, were spending an awful lot of time together, drove the Smith’s family car to pick up Grandma on Christmas Eve. Darla and Mom spent Christmas Eve cleaning and preparing.


  After arriving at the house, Grandma orchestrated the Christmas Eve dinner and Charles was asked to stay—which he did. Later, in the evening, Charles drove Mabel and Mom to a late service at church. Grandma and Darla stayed home and did some jigsaw puzzles. Darla went to bed early, but had a awful hard time falling asleep.


  The next day, Christmas, Darla woke up early to see if Santa had come. He had, because he always did. Darla had no idea how he managed to visit all those houses in one night, but she assumed that it had something to do with magic. Darla was actually fine with magic, especially if she got presents. Santa had brought her an excellent stack of books and some new art supplies. Whoopee!


  Later in the day, after church, Charles returned the house to join them for Christmas Dinner, prepared by Grandma (and Darla, who made the gravy). It was leg of lamb and Darla ate until she thought she might explode.


  After dinner, the doorbell rang and it was Mr. White. He had dropped by to go over the simple contract Darla needed to sign in order to work for Hal Roach Studios. Darla made sure to read it over very carefully. She was never going to make that mistake again.


  Mr. White also brought over a present for the whole Darling family. It was a wireless set—a radio they could listen to at home. Mabel and Darla were very excited, but Mom said it might be too generous of a gift. When Mr. White explained that meeting the Darling family had been the highlight of his whole year, Mom thankfully relented. He set it up and they all listened to Christmas songs broadcast by a local L.A. radio station.


  It was the best Christmas Darla had ever had. To be fair, she had only had five so far, but this one was definitely the best.


  


  “—No, Mom,” Mabel said, looking at a piece of paper she held in her free hand. “It should be right up here. Slow down. I think I see something.”


  Darla strained to look over the front seat, but she was too little. We’re never going to get there.


  Then her mother said excitedly, “That must be them. I see a man behind a camera.”


  Their car pulled up in a great cloud of dust. Darla started coughing. She still couldn’t see anything.


  Her mother said, “Darla, were here! C’mon, sweetheart.” She glanced at the watch she wore on her wrist. “Damn, we’re late!” she said under her breath.


  Late? For my first day? It figures. Darla sighed and pushed her door open, the dust around the car subsiding as a breeze picked it up and carried most of it away. Darla scrambled out of the back seat and shut the door. Then she turned and looked around.


  She was standing in a dusty lot. She saw small patches of dry grass. Her mother had pulled off the road and parked their car next to another car, which was also parked next to another car. There was an entire makeshift parking lot here. Darla could see that some of the cars were occupied.


  About thirty yards away there was a group of kids. Some of them were standing still, some were running around. The age range looked vast. There were kids around eleven or twelve and then there were tiny children, no more than two. Wading in among them were several adults. The tallest was a middle aged man wearing a hat and a dusty brown jacket. He turned, shielding his eyes against the midday sun and looked towards Darla and her entourage. He lifted his hand up and waved, motioning for them to come closer.


  It was Mr. McGowan. The director that had been at Darla’s audition.


  “Darla, isn’t that the…” her mother asked, excitedly.


  “Yes, Mom, that’s Mr. McGowan. He’s the director. He auditioned me.”


  The four of them walked towards the lively group. Jimmy was yawning. Mabel held him securely on her hip.


  As they approached, Mr. McGowan had a word with a younger man who took over whatever it was Mr. McGowan had been doing. There were a couple of other grownups that seemed to be wranglers for the unruly horde of children. Darla thought the scene resembled a nursery school more than a film set.


  Mr. McGowan walked over to them. He looked pretty harried. Without warning, a small, blonde boy wearing blue overalls bumped into him. Mr. McGowan reached down and picked him up. He set the little guy on his hip, then turned towards the Darlings. He held out his hand to Darla’s mother.


  “Hi, Mrs. Darling.”


  Darla’s mother reached her hand out and shook his. “Yes, Mr. McGowan, hello. It’s nice to see you again. I am so sorry we are late. We got a bit lost on our way here.”


  “Oh, don’t worry about it. We haven’t started yet. As you can see, we’ve got our hands full!” He smiled and shrugged his shoulders. He looked down at the little boy he was carrying who couldn’t be any older than two.


  Mr. McGowan looked at Mabel. “I’m sorry, I don’t believe that we’ve…”


  Darla’s mother said quickly, “This is my daughter Mabel and my son Jimmy.”


  Mabel reached out to take his hand shyly. “Hello, Mr. McGowan. It’s a pleasure to meet you.”


  He shook her hand gently. “The pleasure is mine, Mabel. Hello, Jimmy! It’s nice to meet you too.” He looked at the boy he carried. “Jimmy, this is Christopher. He is one of our actors. Chris, can you say hi to Jimmy?”


  Christopher reached his hand out, but Jimmy had no clue what he was trying to do. Mabel picked up Jimmy’s hand and gave it to Christopher, who shook it gently.


  Christopher said in a cute, little voice “Hi, Jimmy.”


  Mr. McGowan smiled and looked back at Darla’s mother. “It’s hard to believe that this young woman is your daughter, Mrs. Darling, if you don’t mind my saying so.”


  Darla’s mother blushed furiously and said “Oh, well thanks, I—”


  “Hi, Mr. McGowan.” Darla interrupted. He hadn’t even acknowledged her yet. There were only here because of Darla. Sheesh!


  Mr. McGowan turned and looked at her, smiling.


  “Well…Darla Darling,” he said slowly. “Congratulations, young lady.” He knelt down on one knee and took her hand, shaking it.


  He said to her softly, “That was the best audition we saw that whole day.” He arched his eyebrows and nodded. “That was the best acting we saw all week.”


  “Thanks,” she said coyly. Darla felt a warm sensation at his kind words. You are never really sure how auditions are going to go. You hope and do your best. It was nice to get some positive feedback.


  Mr. McGowan stood up, shifting Christopher to his other hip.


  “Mrs. Darling, Mabel. Please feel free to watch for as long as you like. I expect the shoot will be over around five or so.” He looked up at the sky. “The light will be gone by then in any case.” He turned and pointed at the line of parked cars. “The best place to stay is back here. Most parents usually watch for a bit and then get back in their cars to sit. For kids Darla’s age and up, you can either stay or leave and come back. We won’t finish any sooner than five. The little kid’s parents have to stay through the whole thing, unfortunately. It can get kinda boring, I’m afraid.”


  Darla was beginning to feel butterflies in her stomach as she looked at the group of kids, her fellow actors. Would they like her? Would she like them?


  Then she noticed a taller girl, on the outside of the circle. Mary! It was Mary Kornman. And standing next to her was a taller boy, around ten, heavily freckled. It was Mickey! Mickey Daniels. Darla would have recognized him anywhere. Oh my gosh! I’m surrounded by legends.


  Mr. McGowan looked at Darla. “C’mon dear. Let’s go join the group. I have instructions for everyone. Let’s get this show on the road.”


  He looked at Darla’s mother and Mabel. “Very nice to meet you both. Darla, follow me please.” With that, he turned and walked back.


  Darla looked up at her mother and Mabel, who were both beaming at her.


  Her mother said quietly, “Go get ‘em, Darla.”


  Mabel nodded. She whispered, “We love you, Darla. Good luck!”


  Darla gulped and nodded. She followed after Mr. McGowan. As she approached the group of kids, several of them appraised her openly. Now that she was here, Darla really didn’t know what do. She stood mutely.


  Mr. McGowan announced, “Everyone, this is Darla, the newest member of the Gang.” He gestured towards her. Darla suddenly had uncharacteristic stage fright and it was all she could do to nod and smile. She attempted a weak little wave.


  Several of the kids said, “Hi, Darla.”


  Darla looked over at Mary and Mickey, but Mickey ignored her completely. Mary smiled at her shyly and waved. Darla was immediately warmed by her friendly gesture. Mary is so nice!


  Then they got down to business. Mr McGowan explained the scene to them. They were shooting out of order, something that had never occurred to Darla. If Darla were making a movie, she would have done it from the beginning to the end. Maybe there were reasons why it couldn’t be done that way? In any case, at some point in the picture, Mary and Mickey have been crowned king and queen. Of what, Darla had no idea. The two of them were going to promenade, or rather, walk, between two rows of kids: their loyal subjects.


  Still holding Christopher, Mr. McGowan showed everyone the spots they were to stand on. After a moment, he stopped in front of Darla.


  “Darla, you are one of the royal subjects today, understand?”


  Darla nodded. She could do that.


  He continued, “And today is your lucky day. For this scene, I’m giving you another little brother!” He set Christopher down on the ground next to her. He looked up at her and gave her a toothy grin. She nodded.


  Mr. McGowan lifted up Christopher’s hand and gave it to Darla to hold.


  “Chris can be…a bit of a handful. Keep a tight grip on him, okay? I’m counting on you, Darla Darling.” He winked at her.


  “Yes, sir!” Darla said enthusiastically. She could do this. How hard could it be? It’s not like he’s strong. He’s a teeny child. Darla had to be careful not to crush his little hand.


  Darla said quietly, “Chris, it looks like I’m your big sister for today, okay?” He nodded and wiped his nose with the back of his free hand. Ugh. Darla was disgusted. Well, she would get through it. She had a job to do.


  Then Mr. McGowan walked over to where the camera was set up. There was another, younger man there. The camera itself was quite large, with two round circles attached to a rectangular box. A round lens was attached to the front of it. The box itself was standing on top of a three-legged thingy. Darla didn’t know what it was called. She had seen a movie set in L.A. once and there was another man with a camera just like this one.


  On the ground, arrayed around the camera were several boxes, some wooden and some leather, filled with what looked to be priceless equipment. Darla had no idea what any of it was.


  It took several minutes to set up the shot. Mary and Mickey were dressed in makeshift royal robes. Mickey had a papier-mâché crown on his head and Mary was wearing a toy tiara that glittered in the midday sun. The rest of them were placed on their marks. Christopher stood next to her, quiet and ready. It seemed Darla still had the touch. See? No sweat.


  Mr. McGowan said loudly, “Camera…”


  The man operating the camera began to turn a crank on one side of the box. She was actually being filmed at this very moment. Darla felt goose bumps and her heart began to race. Oh my God this is so great! She touched her hands to her face and tried to calm herself down.


  “and…Action! Mary, Mickey, begin walking slowly past your subjects.”


  There was a sudden gasp next to her. Darla looked down. There was a child-sized gap in between her and the next kid in line. Christopher was gone.


  Oh dear God, no! In her excitement, Darla had failed to keep a grip on his hand. He must have sensed her inattention and decided to bolt. She looked around wildly. Then she saw him. He was running up the line of children, making directly for Mickey and Mary.


  Oh God! Darla immediately took off after him, but Christopher had no intention of being caught. His straight blonde hair streaked behind him as he ran wildly down the line of kids, making directly for the king and queen.


  Darla ran as fast as she could and shouted “Christopher, you come back here this instant!” She tried using the mommy voice—the one that Mabel and her mother occasionally tried to use on her. In response, Christopher began giggling insanely and running faster. He ran right up to Mickey and Mary and the two of them recoiled, taking a step back.


  Then Christopher veered to the left towards the other line of children. Two of the kids there made a halfhearted attempt to stop him, but he easily evaded them. He was one slippery little devil. Darla had completely underestimated him. What was Mr. McGowan going to say? I’ve failed at my very first job!


  Having broken through the last line of defense, Christopher turned and headed directly for the camera, which was still surrounded by boxes of very expensive equipment. “No!” Darla screamed, “Christopher! No! That’s the camera! You’ll break it! No!” But Christopher only laughed louder and ran faster. God, this kid was unbelievably fast.


  So Darla put on an extra burst of speed, determined to stop the boy before he wrecked everything. But it looked like she wasn’t going to make it.


  With her last bit of strength, she leapt forward, grabbing for the back of his overalls. If only she could…


  Bammmm! Darla hit the dirt, hard. She thought she felt her fingers grab something as she went down. She prayed and prayed as her mouth tasted dirt.


  A huge dust cloud bloomed around her and she closed her eyes.


  


  Darla cautiously opened her eyes.


  She was on the ground stretched out, one arm in the air. In the fingers of her right hand she felt something: cloth! She looked up, dust still billowing around her and saw that she had Christopher by the overalls. He was six inches from one of the extended wooden legs of the camera. Then Darla felt something with her left hand. It was resting on a closed wooden box. It looked like a very expensive box. Maybe it was the box that the camera itself was stored in. It was certainly big enough.


  She looked at the cover and did a double-take. What?


  Engraved on the beautiful, lacquered surface was a bird: a rooster. Above the rooster’s head was a single word: Pathé


  Oh my God! Darla couldn’t believe it.


  “—and cut!” It was Mr. McGowan’s voice.


  Cut? The camera was on that whole time? Darla had totally ruined the shot. No! Not my very first shot!


  She felt someone lift her off the ground. It was Mr. McGowan. I can’t believe I screwed this up so badly! You only had one job to do Darla!


  “Darla, are you okay? You can let go of Christopher now, we’ve got him. Hey Charlie, did you get all that?”


  Darla let go of Christopher’s overalls. He looked fine. He had his thumb in his mouth, totally innocent.


  “Oh, Mr. McGowan, I’m so sorry—”


  Then Darla looked up at the camera. It was pointed directly at her.


  She was confused. “Did you really film all that?”


  Mr McGowan nodded, smiling. “We sure did, Darla. You can’t plan stuff like that. Great work!”


  Darla looked at him in disbelief. Then she heard something behind her: footsteps.


  Darla turned and the swirling dust clouds parted, revealing the midday sun. From within the glittering motes Mary Kornman appeared like an benevolent apparition. Wearing her regal robes and tiara, she looked so beautiful.


  She looked at Darla, smiling and concerned. “Darla, are you okay? I think you saved my life!”


  Darla was suddenly overwhelmed with gratitude beyond words. They don’t hate me. I belong here.


  She bowed and curtsied deeply to Mary. Then she looked at Christopher, still sucking his thumb.


  “C’mon Chris, let’s get back in line, okay?”


  He nodded and took her hand. They walked back towards the other kids, ready for the next take.


  The End
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