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THE PROBLEM WITH URSULA (THE STORY OF THE CUFFS) 
©6/20/2021 

 
 

The Cuffs were a tangential family in every way. Everything about them was "off the cuff." 

They were like human sketches, partial portraits of people, incomplete in everything they did and 

said. There were so many people in the world who were full of themselves and full of ideas and 

of their hopes, plans, and dreams, that the Cuffs passed by the censors of others' minds. Other 

people simply didn't notice that the Cuffs were not complex individuals, but were instead only 

stencils moving through life, with their narrow joys, their small and curious qualms, their minor 

sadnesses. As a family, they were stereotypical, and yet weirdly so; but they were not to remain 

so forever. 

Mr. and Mrs. Cuff first met in high school through the auspices of The Adonis Club, a club to 

which young men were nominated to do the average things men do in imitation of their fathers 

and uncles. The classical reference to Adonis's death had been cast aside by the high school 

belles who nominated the men; without the girls' nomination, the young men could not stand for 

election to the club. Rather, the girls remembered only that the Adonis of myth had been 

handsome and loved by Aphrodite, and thus the rather self-serving compliment of the women 

imitated a club their mothers had once heard of as existing "in the olden days," and made 

everyone content. The mild Jeremiah Cuff didn't know at the time exactly why the flamboyant 

cheerleader Annie Taylor had nominated him, but once he met the pale shadow Abigail Warren, 

who had been dragged by her more aggressive female friends into the office of taking tickets at 

the door, he was what might pass for as glad in any other man. Abigail herself, the shyest and 



2  

least socially developed of her own family, had only to take a look at Jeremiah's moderately 

thick blondish hair and his middling keen bluish eyes to feel that it was rather pleasant than not 

for him to be more or less haunting the ticket table and avoiding dances with other girls. And so 

it began. 

Mr. and Mrs. Cuff attended the same small college in a neighboring town to their own, not so 

much because they were aware of needing or wanting higher education as because their families 

thought it would be better rather than worse for them to do so; their families were full of 

opinionated people, strong, blustering, domineering individuals who insisted on their own views 

even when these flew in the face of facts. Of course, the current "fact" was that none of them 

thought that Mr. Cuff was quite right for Mrs. Cuff (her family), or that Mrs. Cuff was quite right 

for Mr. Cuff (his family). Yet somehow in the flurry and fluster of getting a medium-to-fair 

education in an ordinary four-year college program, Mr. and Mrs. Cuff, Jeremiah and Abigail, 

struck out for themselves in the one gesture either of them had made towards independence so 

far: it happened in the non-denominational chapel at the school, where they usually got together 

to exchange news from home. It was during the week after graduation. Mrs. Cuff leaned over to 

Mr. Cuff, took his hand in a timorous manner, and planted a lukewarm kiss on his near cheek. 

"Er," said Mr. Cuff, bemantled in a modest blush. 

"Umh," responded Mrs. Cuff. 

"Marriage?" barely breathed Mr. Cuff. 

"I suppose so," answered Mrs. Cuff. 

"The folks won't like it," put forth Mr. Cuff. 

"I suppose not," Mrs. Cuff's voice trailed off. 

"Maybe we should do it ourselves?" queried Jeremiah, aware of being a bit bold. 
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"You mean--?" asked Abigail, casting around in her mind for a replica of a shameless bride to 

model herself on and finding no one there at first, but no one. She had never read the romances 

that many women indulge in freely from their teen years on, because her mother read them and 

was often discovered weeping over them vociferously. Not wanting to put herself forward so 

much as to weep over a book, Abigail had wisely abstained. Now the only word she could form 

was the two-syllable question: "Elope?" That she had heard of because the family was still 

chanting "Marry in haste, repent at leisure" about her cousin Ellie's marital misadventures. 

Somehow, though, eloping didn't seem the right answer. 
 

"I rather thought—do it now?" Jeremiah at this point turned partially around to face her 

where she sat beside him, folding up his family letter and putting it in his pants pocket in a firm 

manner he had seen his father use with bills and correspondences that he didn't want to be 

bothered with at the time. 

"Now?" Abigail echoed, looking around to see if anyone else was there to overhear them or to 

see them sitting close together. At that moment as if on cue, the minister stepped out from one 

side of the chapel. 

"Hello, young souls. Is there something I can do for you, or are you simply wrapped in silent 

worship? Don't let me interrupt you if the latter should be the case." 

Jeremiah squared his shoulders, looked down at Abigail, then stood up. "Can you marry us?" 

"I can if I have a witness, and if you have your blood tests and a license. Do you have those?" 

"No," said Abigail, in a whisper, hushed with a sense of shame. 

"Well, you look like you're of age. How old are you, are you older than eighteen?" 

"Yes. We just graduated." Jeremiah was trying to hold onto whatever negotiating points 

might be left, but he didn't know if he was equal to all of this. 
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"Well, bring a witness, a copy of your blood tests, and a license, and come back in three days. I 

probably won't be too busy to marry you then; term's over now and it's a while before we start on 

summer. Don't leave it too long, though. I'm going to Thailand with a group in July." 

Being as much of a man as he could (his father had often reproached him for lack of manly 

directness and forthrightness), Jeremiah nodded vehemently. He next surprised himself by 

placing Abigail's right hand in his left and exiting the chapel. 

And so, with Abigail's roommate Priscilla as witness, whose boyfriend Mike also came along 

"just for the hell of it," as he said, the Cuffs were wed. True to form, the two families kicked up 

about it, but to every rebuke delivered out of Mrs. Cuff's hearing to Mr. Cuff, he said 

(stubbornly, they thought, for someone who had never before shown a tendency to prefer anyone 

or anything), "She's my wife." Mrs. Cuff finally did shed a few tears after a day or so, finding it 

to be a much better rhetoric for dealing with her family's reproaches than verbal response. After 

all was said and done, the two families accepted the inevitable and began to plan picnics and 

social events together. It wasn't always happy for the Cuffs, because many members of the two 

headstrong and insistent families clashed with other members of the larger group just as they 

clashed among themselves. Yet with all this confusion in the background, Mr. and Mrs. Cuff 

were able to avoid disagreement; they in fact were pushed closer together by all the dissenting 

voices. 

Now, true it is that in the following fifteen years, the Cuff family grew in size from a family 

of two to a family of eight, including five sons and one daughter, named Daisy. True it also is 

that nothing would induce me to reveal how this happened, except to state categorically that the 

children were not discovered beneath a cabbage leaf in the garden, and neither Mrs. nor Mr. Cuff 

had ever seen a stork up close in anything other than pictures. Yet six children there 
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undoubtedly were in attendance at Mrs. Cuff's thirty-seventh birthday party in June of the year 

when Daisy had just been born one month before in May. 

Daisy, the only girl, was a perplexity to them all. First of all, she didn't resemble either of the 

Cuffs. Mr. Cuff was now blondish-verging-on-gray and had watery blue eyes and Mrs. Cuff had 

mousy brown hair and an indeterminate shade of eyes which appeared almost hazel in strong 

morning light; the other five children, the boys, were all blond-haired like their father, with gray 

or nearly colorless eyes which changed in the light from blue, to light green, to the near limit of 

pale brown. But Daisy—Daisy was born with dark, seal brown hair, nearly black, and snapping 

blackish-brown mischievous little berry-like eyes. As the eldest of her brothers said, on 

observing her one day when she was in her playpen waving her toys around and seeming to 

observe them all silently as if to judge their reactions to her, "She looks like she's got a secret." 

"No, no," his mother tried to soothe the notion away, sure in some way that having secrets 

wasn't something quite nice or respectable, ordinary or normal. Then she said, rather 

unexpectedly and in a fond manner trying to conquer the unknown quantity of her newest child, 

"She looks like a fairy, a wee sprout of a fairy." 

Aghast at this hint of poetry in his spouse, which seemed to indicate a peculiar sort of 

favoritism for their youngest and to cast the other children in the shade, Mr. Cuff inhaled quickly 

and said, "No, now Missus, now Missus." "Missus" was his utmost term of affection for his 

wife, an antique expression recalled from hearing a great-grandfather address his own wife. It 

was one not usually used in front of the Cuff children. "Not a fairy, surely." 

"Well, what then?" Abigail turned to her husband for necessary revision, noting the troubled 

look on his face. 
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"I don't know," Jeremiah answered, after watching his tiny daughter laugh up at him in a most 

immoderate fashion and throw her stuffed bear out of the playpen. 

But this wasn't all: the boys, whose ages when Daisy was one were three, five, eight, eleven, 

and thirteen, showed a tendency one and all to coddle their sister and fuel her minor childhood 

despotisms with their tolerance. As they were young Cuffs, the likelihood was that they could 

not be bothered to resist, yet it went beyond indifference: they simply accepted her as the center 

of attention which she so demonstrably was. She returned their acceptance and what might 

perhaps be their nascent curiosity with interest as she grew older, if only because her seal brown 

hair began to shift to a most startling shade of deep russet red, which caused the boys to call her 

"Carrot," though her hair was nowhere near the shade of the vegetable so invoked. 

Naturally, her mother murmured with disapproval when the boys called her this, and her 

father patiently corrected them over and over again with such remarks as "you must mean 

Daisy," or "call your sister by her proper name," but when Roddy, her second oldest brother, for 

whom she seemed to have a special affection, remarked that he thought carrots and daisies came 

from related plant families, there seemed to be nothing logical to say. Still, his parents furrowed 

their brows a bit at the nickname; neither of them had ever had one as children, and it seemed 

somehow disrespectful of procedure and irregular. After a while, however, the boys being eased 

forward by the momentum of the colorful nickname and the parents responding with the steady 

equilibrium of not being able to resist effectively enough, "Carrot" became Daisy's family name 

amongst the fan club of her brothers. Mr. and Mrs. Cuff, embarrassed, either called her nothing 

at all or called her "dear," or "sister." 

When Daisy was three, Roddy took her for a ride in a wagon he had rigged up to attach to the 

back of his bike. Being a responsible thirteen-year-old, Roddy paused at every crosswalk, looked 
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both ways at every intersection (even though they were only riding around in their slow and 

docile suburban neighborhood), and often looked back to see that Daisy was all right. So 

understandably it was a very flushed and upset Roddy who had to report back to his mother, who 

was in her turn watching anxiously at the front door for them to come in for Sunday dinner, that 

Daisy was gone out of the wagon, and he didn't know where. Mr. Cuff, in as big a hurry as he 

had ever assumed in his life, threw on his tattered gray nondescript sweater and rushed out onto 

the sidewalk. He looked both ways. No Daisy. He insisted that the repentant Roddy follow the 

exact trail he had followed before, with Mr. Cuff following behind at a slower pace and looking 

in all directions. They did everything carefully and methodically. No Daisy. 

Mr. Cuff got out his old model cell phone to call the Missing Persons bureau at the local 

police station, but found that somehow, he had unaccountably forgotten to charge it that 

morning. He shook it; he held it up to his ear. Though not a passionate man, he would have 

stomped on it if that would have worked. Finally, he and Roddy made for home at their 

different speeds, Roddy a bit ahead peering into the neighboring shrubbery and bushes, Mr. Cuff 

trying to keep up with him first by walking fast then by jogging a few steps at a time. Just as 

they got within sight of the end of the walk, they saw a tiny red head bobbling forward bit by bit 

as its owner tottled with complete unconcern up their walk and toward the front door. Where 

had she come from? 

     They didn't know. Where had she been? They had looked everywhere thoroughly, as only 

plodding and methodical Cuffs could do; she had not been anywhere on their path for them to 

see. Could she tell them where she had been? Once they were all back inside, they crowded 

round her in a group, actually letting the never-to-be-late Sunday dinner get cold and asked her. 

"Sister, dear, where were you? Roddy says you weren't in his wagon. Where did you go?" 

Mrs. Cuff gently opened the dialogue. 
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"I dot out," Daisy succinctly said in her composed three-year-old voice. 
 

"But where did you disappear to, Carrot?" insisted Roddy. He patted the top of her head as if 

to make sure she was really there. 

"I not dis-pear. I dot out," she repeated unhelpfully. 
 

"Did you visit someone?" asked her hopeful mother, wondering if maybe a concerned 

neighbor, seeing her alone, had taken her in lest street predators get her. 

Daisy hesitated. "I bisited," she answered, as if trying the word out for the first time. Her 

father, not wanting to suggest that his youngest was fabricating, imagining, or doing anything 

which in an older child might be censured as lying, said in a professorial tone, "Ah! But whom 

did you visit, Carr—I mean, sister?" 

The child smiled and looked up at them all as if reveling in being the center of attention she 

usually was anyway. She was silent. 

Her mother tried again, imagining that maybe she had somehow made it to the house two 

blocks down of their one and only babysitter. "Did you go to see Mrs. Lister?" 

"Miss-us Lister. Miss-us Lister. Miss-us Lister," Daisy chanted. 
 

"Ah-ha! So, you went to see Mrs. Lister?" Mr. Cuff beamed peacefully down at the now 

restored-to-them daughter of the family. He, against the grain of his nature, was even beginning 

to be a bit proud of his child's infant daring, though of course, he told himself, it wasn't a Cuff 

trait. 

Mrs. Cuff was still a little nervous, but she too smiled. "Oh, so you were visiting Mrs. 
 
Lister?" 

 
"No." Daisy said emphatically, which caused all of their faces to fall again. "I bisited—I 

bisited—Mrs.—Mrs.—" then followed something indistinguishable. 
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"What, Carrot?" Prompted Danny, her ten-year-old brother. "Whisper it into my ear," he 

coaxed, inviting the playing of a favorite game of Daisy's. 

"I visper it to Woddy," Carrot haughtily responded. 
 

Even for a Cuff, this appeal was hard to receive without a strong sense of pride, but doing his 

best to seem modest, Roddy knelt by his tiny sister and put his face next to hers, his ear within 

easy reach. "Okay, Carrot, now just who was it you went to see?" 

Daisy reached up a hand and yanked his ear not too gently within closer range. There was an 

extended papery sound as she rasped his ear with small vowels and consonants. Standing up 

when this was over, and still looking down at her in a puzzled fashion, Roddy said, "She went to 

visit with a Mrs. Mistrelistra, or that sounds like what she's saying. Are you making that up, 

Carrot?" 

Daisy glared at him, stomped a diminutive foot, and shouted rather than said, "No!" as if he 

had asked her to do something she did not want to do. 

Mrs. Cuff looked concerned again. "Oh, my goodness, chances are she didn't quite 

understand the woman's name. I suppose we'll have to get in touch with the Neighborhood 

Watch and find out who it was, so that we can thank her for looking after our little one." 

"But—but did she?" Mr. Cuff asked. He hated to be the instigator of doubt, yet they really 

knew no more than they had before, at least not for certain. 

"What do you mean, Jeremiah?" Mrs. Cuff looked at her husband with a sense of not being 

quite in touch with her ordinary reality. 

"Well—all we know now is that she visited—" 

"I bisited!" crowed Daisy, interrupting. 
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"Yes, dear—she visited some female neighbor, and didn't stay long, because we found her 

within an hour and fifteen minutes or so of her leaving with Roddy. Also, she doesn't mention 

any Mr. Mistrelistra, if that's the name we're going with." 

"Maybe the woman's a widow, or a divorcée, or her husband wasn't at home, or she's single," 

responded a panicky Mrs. Cuff, who was rattled into sudden theorizing by the total lack of 

reliable information from her youngest child. Since they assumed that nothing more was 

forthcoming from Daisy, Mr. Cuff tut-tutted and said, 

"We'll talk to the Billingses tonight and see what information we can get from them; this is 

their week to be on the Neighborhood Watch list, isn't it? Maybe Mrs.—Mrs.—Whatever and 

her husband or family or—maybe they've just moved in." Though Mr. Cuff was not of a 

speculative turn of mind, he was comfortably aware not only of knowing nearly everyone in the 

neighborhood "to speak to"; he also imagined that he enjoyed a certain reputation among them as 

a solid citizen. At least, no one had ever done or said anything to negate this opinion. 

"I wonder what she and her husband do for a living," murmured Mrs. Cuff, as Mr. Cuff pulled 

out her chair to seat her and they all sat down for Sunday dinner. 

"What's a wivving?" Daisy piped up, slapping her spoon down joyfully in her mashed 

potatoes and splashing some potato and gravy on her brother Neddy, seven years old and proud 

of his Sunday sweater vest. 

"Hey, watch it Carrot, you're getting food on me!" he objected. 
 

"What's a wivving, what's a wivving, what's a wivving?" Daisy persisted, now winding her 

spoon in circles around on her plate, mixing everything up the way she usually did before she ate 

it. 
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"It's how people get their money, Dais," Roddy said in a quiet voice. Since talking to her in a 

louder voice usually resulted in the kind of escalation of voices Neddy had just experienced, 

Roddy had mastered the art of speaking to Daisy quietly. It was a Cuff policy for dealing with 

the vociferous in their midst, but even for Roddy, it didn't always work. Daisy was just as keyed 

up about her former absence and putative visit to an unknown neighbor as they all were, 

however, so that she continued on the same track of thought. 

"Her don't have money." 
 

"Don't say such things, sister, everyone has money. It's how we get our food and our things in 

the house and our clothes." Her mother, pushed to the point of responding again, was trying to 

cope rationally with Daisy's inchoate world of childish logic. 

"Her's a witz." Daisy looked up then and glanced around, as if taking a silent poll on this 

rejoinder and its effect on the other Cuffs, possibly wondering if any of them had any great 

expertise in this matter, enough, for example, to contradict her. 

Roddy felt he did. "Don't be silly, Carrot, there's no such things as witches. Remember, 

when we read the book about witches and fairies, I told you there wasn't any such a thing?" 

"Her's a witz," Daisy's bottom lip protruded threateningly. 
 

Taking up the rational banner from Mrs. Cuff and Roddy, Mr. Cuff said "Shh! Children. 

Dear, what makes you think your Mrs. Mistrelistra—is that her name—?" He looked toward 

Daisy as if he really believed this part of her tale. She glanced up at him with a wondering 

expression on her face. She had not expected, possibly, to be believed, even about the name. 

"What makes you think she's a witch?" 

As if undecided, Daisy scanned their faces again. Abruptly, she announced, with just a hint 

of pride, "Her dave me tandy." This seemed to settle it for her, so she went back to trailing her 
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spoon through her mashed potatoes, taking the occasional bite and trying to avoid the green 

beans which due to her mixing were scattered throughout. 

"Oh, no, Cuffie, she's had candy from the woman!" Her staid mother was shocked into using 

her pet name for Mr. Cuff, which caused the children to stare at her for a moment as if 

wondering whom she was talking to. "You didn't eat it, did you, Daisy? Dear, you didn't eat it, 

did you?" 

"Mama, mama," said Danny, the ten-year-old, for once taking Roddy's place as the voice of 

reason amongst the children. "Don't you remember that we read Hansel and Gretel to her about 

five times last week? Probly she's just remembering the story." 

Andy, the eldest and most stolid of the Cuff boys at 15, asked a simple, normal question, "Do 

you have any of the candy now, Carrot? You didn't eat it, did you?" 

Meanwhile, Robby, the five-year-old on Daisy's left-hand side, was engaged in a sotto voce 
 
negotiation with her. "Can I see it? All I want to do is see," he said. 

 
Daisy said, "'Es, I did hab some. You can hab some, Wobby," and as her parents clucked, 

objected, and her siblings uttered various versions of "You shouldn't have done that, Carrot," 

"We aren't allowed to eat a lot of candy, Carrot," or "You might be sick now, Carrot!" she drew a 

sticky mess of two glommed together lint-covered gum drops out of her overall pocket. "Here 

dey are. You can hab a gween one, Wobby. I will hab the wed one." 

Roddy laughed suddenly. "That’s the candy from last week's carnival at the farmer's market, 

Mama. She must've had it in her pocket all this time." 

For once, Roddy was out of favor with Daisy. She glared at him, tilted her chin up in the 

attitude really of a much older young lady, and stated, as if for the final record, "I tol' you the 

magic witz lady gabe it to me, and her did. I will eat it for my tweat, after I hab my dinner." 
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The Cuffs, of course, did not frequent psychics or New Age witches, scarcely even knew of 

their existence, so they each and all did their own version of tutting, following Mr. Cuff's lead. 

Nothing more about the existence of witches was said to Daisy at dinner, though her mother did 

manage to get her to put the candy in a Tupperware container in the refrigerator, guessing quite 

accurately that Daisy would forget about it if no one mentioned it again. One thing Daisy did not 

forget about though, or one person, was her mysterious friend Mrs. Mistrelistra; but the Cuffs 

were not to know this yet. 

That night, Mr. Cuff spoke to Mr. Billings over the telephone about new people in the 

neighborhood. He felt a bit awkward about it, because he interrupted the Billings's somewhat 

later dinner hour with his call. 

"Billings residence here," Mr. Billings answered, his speech affected by the fact that he 

seemed to be still chewing and swallowing. 

With appropriate apologies, Mr. Cuff related to him what had happened, and asked his 

question. 

"Well, there are several new residents in the condomiums down the street from you between 

you and the gas station. And in the other direction from the first corner you turn, there are two 

previously unoccupied houses that have had people move into them recently, though they're both 

a bit elusive and seem shy of company. That's the thing, you know, catching people at home and 

getting their permission to put them on the list of safe houses. It requires them answering some 

questions and supplying a reference or two, and some people regard the way we run the 

Neighborhood Watch here intrusive. Some people just don't want to be bothered, just like some 

people never vote. Citizenship doesn't matter to those people." A couple of minutes too late, 

Mr. Cuff remembered that he had neglected to sign up for the "Get Out the Vote" campaign Mr. 
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Billings had been circulating a sheet for at the last PTA meeting, and while he was not 

particularly averse to helping out with some things, he felt he lacked the strong personality for 

going door-to-door to pressure people to vote. 

Helpless, he almost squeaked, "Do you know if there's a Mrs. Mistrelistra or some name like 

that living somewhere in our neighborhood? I'm not quite sure of the name, you see." 

In a gruff tone, Mr. Billings remarked, "If you came around our organizations more often you 

might find out for yourself. But the name isn't familiar to me. And it's not entirely unknown, 

either. We just won't know until the end-of-the-month list with new residents' names on it comes 

out, will we? And it could also be in another person's ward of blocks, you see." 

Taking little comfort from this encounter, Mr. Cuff asked Mr. Billings to let him know if the 

name should crop up. Doing what he thought of as pushing his luck, he even spelled it out the 

way it sounded to him from his young daughter's account, which sounded more and more 

fantastic by the moment. Then he ah-hemmed and said goodbye to Mr. Billings. 

"I'm afraid Mr. Billings isn't very happy with us for not joining his committees, dear," he said 

to Abigail his wife. She frowned. 

At the Billings's, as Mr. Billings returned to the circle of his own family seated around the 

table, his wife asked, "Who was that, Clyde? And what was that all about?" 

"Oh, it was that useless drone Cuff, with his dowdy wife and his six silent brats and 

something about the youngest of them having gone a round of visits by herself. What I say is, if 

people can't teach their own kids about safety and staying in bounds, how can we do it for them? 

Frankly, I'm amazed that any of those kids had it in them even to stray out of the yard, they're 

such a somber, deathly quiet brood." 
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"Well, well, forget about it and finish your dinner in peace. I told you we ought to cut off the 

ringer when we're eating, and this is the second interruption we've had tonight. Just worry about 

it some other time." 

By now at the Cuff's, Mr. Cuff had the dish towel over his arm and was wiping down the 

counters with a sponge and drying them while Mrs. Cuff put the rinsed dishes into the 

dishwasher. In the living room, Daisy was twirling around in the middle of the floor so that one 

of Mrs. Cuff's aprons, tied around Daisy's waist, stood out in a circle. The boys were idly 

watching her and watching a channel on the television that featured reruns from shows of the 

1950's and 1960's, one of their favorite channels to watch. 

Daisy was singing something under her breath, a quiet little song of her own. She often had 

this trick, but tonight she had combined it with a little jiggery-pokery dance step which looked 

rather spooky to her mystified brothers as she raised her arms, then stiffened them in strange 

attitudes of pointing at them one by one, then danced around again, chanting and humming both, 

it seemed. Finally, she succeeded in getting them all to watch her at once, one of her favorite 

play situations. 

"What are you doing now, Carrot?" lazily smiled her brother Roddy, exercising his usual right 

to intercede with her on behalf of them all. 

"Pracasing," she responded. 

"Practicing what?" 

She smiled at him but didn't answer. 
 

"C'mon, Carrot, don't make me have to tickle you," said Roddy, invoking another of her 

favorite games. 
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"You tan't tittle me; I will turn you into a snail and step on you!" Stepping mercilessly on 

innocent snails on the walk and in the garden had been another of her recent naughtinesses, one 

they had had only indifferent success in persuading her out of. 

"Turn me into a snail, huh? But Carrot, nice witches don't step on snails. I bet Mrs. 
 
Mistrelistra doesn't step on snails." 

 
This rejoinder confused Daisy. The possibility that Roddy at least not only believed in Mrs. 

Mistrelistra but thought of her as a nice witch, let alone that there was a concept of "nice witch," 

made Daisy stop dancing, drop her pointing finger to her lip, and eye Roddy with careful doubt. 

"Am I going to tickle you?" Roddy asked, raising threatening hands above the level of his 

own chest and standing up to tower above her. 

"Yes, Woddy!" she shrieked with laughter and ran around and around in front as he chased 

her across the living room, he letting her get away repeatedly until finally he caught her and 

tickled her just a little, enough to make her feel that she had fought the good fight. The other 

boys meanwhile alternately watched the screen around the conflict by repositioning their heads 

and shoulders a bit and laughed at the near misses Roddy choreographed into his play with 

Daisy. 

Before long, Mr. and Mrs. Cuff came into the living room and two of the boys vacated the 

largest armchairs for them, sitting with their siblings crowded up on the couch. The whole 

family watched one show together which was on from 7:30 to 8:00, a late showing of "Willow 

the Clown's Daily Circus," and then it was time for Daisy and Robby to go to bed, while the 

others passed the remote around from person to person, checking the viewing guide channel to 

see what else was on. The truth was that they all really had their minds on other things such as 

Daisy's adventure and the mystery attached to it, but none of them wanted to worry Mr. and Mrs. 



17  

Cuff by bringing it up again. So, they sat in desultory fashion until their own bedtimes, with the 

eldest of them, Andy, willingly going to bed earlier than his appointed time of 11:00 because he 

knew the other boys would be talking about Daisy, and he wanted to hear what they said. After 

all, Daisy and Robby, the most impressionable of the six, slept in two little bunk beds which had 

been dismantled into ordinary twin beds in the nursery, and the older children were in no danger 

of disturbing them with their talk. 

Daisy and Robby had other ideas than sleep as well, however. Robby's face was recently 

rubbed over with a wet cloth by his mother and his cowlick plastered down in the back by his 

own hands (under the apparent assumption that if only he could keep it flat while he slept, it 

might grow that way). He sat straight up in his bed to the left side of the window as soon as Mr. 

and Mrs. Cuff had bidden them goodnight and left the room. 

"Carrot," he whispered. There was no response at first. "Carrot! Wake up!" 

"Not sweeping," was Daisy's curt answer. 

"Tell me about that lady you saw today. Tell me more about her. Did she give you any more 

candy?" 

"I ate it. Her gabe me wots of it. Well, some," she temporized. 
 

"Say 'she,' Carrot. 'She' gave you lots of it. Can I go with you to see her?" Robby asked. 

"Her is my fwiend. I don't tink her wikes boys." 

"Oh, Carrot! How would you know that? You just met her today! Did you ask her if she 

likes boys?" 

"'Es," Daisy murmured, clearly telling a lie. "But I will bwing you some tandy if her has 

more." 
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This promise had to content Robby for the time being, because Daisy was gradually slipping 

into slumber, her little fists balled up tightly under her head where she slept on her side. 

In the second bedroom, the other four children were discussing and speculating about Daisy's 

day in undertones, careful not to get too loud lest Mr. and Mrs. Cuff hear them. The parents 

were watching the last half hour or so of television before the overall curfew of 11:00 p.m. 

First, there was Neddy's point of view. "I don't suppose that anybody other than Robby will 

get any candy, wherever it comes from." 

Roddy snorted. "I might, but I don't think I would eat it. I think I would just pretend to, not 

to hurt Carrot's feelings, you know, and then throw it away later. Who knows where it really 

came from, and it's been getting all dirty and fuzzy in Carrot's pockets all this time." 

"I thought we had decided it came from our carnival candy that we picked up from the booth 

at the Farmer's Market," said Danny, who as one of the middle children was more tenacious of 

the points of an argument than the others usually were. 

Andy groaned. "Really, the candy isn't the point. Where Carrot was is the point. Is this the 

first time she's ever wandered off like this? I mean, what about that time about a year ago when 

we couldn't find her at the church, and Mrs. Ledbetter brought her back?" 

"Well, so what?" Danny responded irritably. "Nothing ever happens at church anyway." 

"We're not there for things to happen, we're supposed to learn about God and stuff," said 

Neddy, a bit shocked at his older brother's apostasy. In their devotion to a sober lifestyle, even 

the young Cuffs (especially the young Cuffs) were unacquainted with the visionary or ecstatic in 

the religious life. 

Andy sat up for a minute. "Anyway, old Mr. Ledbetter wasn't as nice about it as Mrs. 
 
Ledbetter was. Do you remember what he said to Mama and Dad?" 
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The younger ones strained their memories, but only Danny could remember that Mr. Ledbetter 

had irritably quoted some book at them. 

"Yes," said Andy, "it was that book, what was it called? The Story of a Bad Boy. And he 

mentioned about it’s saying that luckily 'God protects drunks, fools, and children,' or 'drunks, 

fools, and boys,' or something like that." 

"Well, yeah, I remember it now," recollected Roddy. "But the next minute, he tugged on 

Carrot's hair and said something about her being raised too much with boys, and Thomas Bailey 

somebody having her number. And it made Carrot hard to get along with all day; she made a 

face at him. I mean, she didn't even know what he was talking about, and still, she did 

understand, somehow." 

"Aldrich," contributed Andy. "Thomas Bailey Aldrich. Some kind of kid's book, though it 

doesn't sound much like he liked kids." 

"I wouldn't read it," Neddy was pugnacious on his absent sister's behalf. 
 

"Not me, either," said Danny. "I wouldn't read it. And maybe I wouldn't eat any of that old 

lady's candy." 

Roddy asked, "But how are we supposed to know if there really was any lady?" As this was 

the point which stymied them all, they each issued some version of the verbal shrug. And after a 

few moments of each of them pondering this conundrum, there was the whisper of steady 

breathing in the room, then gentle whiffling buzzes, then a snore or two coupled with gentle 

children's sleeping sounds. 

2 
 

Two nights later, a soft sound seemed to be issuing from all around Daisy's bed; it was like 

the flute solos that Mr. Cuff liked to listen to, at least to Daisy's confused ears. Yet it was even 
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more unearthly, more floating and transient. It seemed to waft in and out of her slightly open 

window, and then to be winding itself in and out of her half-awake state. She thought she sat up 

in bed. At the foot of Daisy's bed, perched on the bottom rail with her knees and feet hidden 

under a long, floating, green, glisteny dress that was drawn around her, sat Mrs. Mistrelistra, as 

Daisy called her. She was smiling and holding out something in her hand. In her mind, Daisy 

sat up to see if it was more candy, yet when she looked down into the cupped palm it became a 

little valley with tall green hills around it, and in the middle was a flowing stream where 

dragonflies danced above the current as it slipped swiftly past. Daisy felt her own head nod as 

she looked into the joyous water, the green and brown of it sparkling like the green threads and 

deep shadows of Mrs. Mistrelistra's dress. Several rainbow trout like the ones Daisy had helped 

eat the previous week slid past over the pebbles, clearly alive and looking up at her with sly 

smiles, it seemed. Across the water, an otter sat poised on the far bank of the stream, washing a 

bright red apple which it held in its paws. "Where have you been?" asked Mrs. Mistrelistra in a 

cushiony voice, a voice so smooth and velvety that Daisy felt herself falling asleep into the 

sound of it, as if it were a soft, soft pillow. She felt herself leaning very far over, as if any 

moment she might fall headfirst, drowsily, into the stream. Then the view shifted away from the 

picture book scene of the valley, and became Mrs. Mistrelistra's Victorian house with spandrels, 

running trim, and gingerbread carvings in rose red on the three-sided white porch, the house 

Daisy believed she had visited; beside it was the miniature smaller house, the little white one 

with red shutters on the sides of the windows, the miniature house that Daisy had crept into two 

days before, wonderingly. A house just her size, for her to pretend in. But where were those two 

houses now? Daisy's hazy awareness noted the approaching daylight filtering in through her 

room, and suddenly she sat up in bed really, and shouted out to Robby, 



21  

"Wobby! Wobby! Mrs. Mistrelistra was here! Her asked me where I am!" 
 

"Carrot," Robby was groggy, but he knew better. "You've just had a dream. Remember when 

Mama told you before about dreams? They're not real. Our minds just do them when we're 

asleep." 

"No, Wobby, her was sitting on the bottom of my bed. Her showed me some pictures." 

"Pictures?" In spite of himself, Robby was interested. "Pictures of what?" 

"Her had something in her hand—a place. Some water. And her houses." 

"She has more than one house?" 

"Her habs two houses, one just for me." 
 

"You're goofy, Carrot. Go on back to sleep, it's still early. I'm going to lie back down." 

"No, Wobby. I won't." And Daisy sat up while Robby snuggled back down in his covers, 

yawning. She was determined to wait for her mysterious friend to come back. 
 

"Do whatever you want. I'm going asleep," he replied, digging his head into his pillow. 
 

Of course, Robby was normally quite respectful of Daisy's conversation, as were all the Cuffs 

in general (as if towards a wayward ambassador of a faraway country they were each and every 

one hoping not to have to make a diplomatic visit to, if it was all the same to everyone else, 

though of course they wanted Daisy to be happy and comfortable in theirs). But this morning, he 

was especially tired and cross because he had had a restless night, his sleep disturbed by Daisy's 

tossings, turnings, murmurings and louder isolated words. For once, he was not willing to 

entertain his sister's fancies. 

At breakfast, Daisy, on an average day the vital and vibrant center of the children's gigglings 

and gabfests, was unusually quiet and thoughtful. It was a lovely summer day, and Mrs. Cuff 

had chores for all the older four boys to do around the house. Robby went to their room to play 
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around with his trains, and Daisy trailed along behind him, not because she really liked trains so 

very much as because there was no one else to pay attention to her. Her mother, it is true, looked 

in on them now and then in her passages back and forth with curtains to wash and press from 

their room and other laundry to do from the family's hampers, but she was humming and 

preoccupied, and as long as Daisy and Robby were both there looking at the tracks and switches 

as the trains went around on their appointed routes, she was herself contented and carefree. 

At about twelve-thirty or so, she stuck her head in the door and said, "Okay, Robby, time to put 

up the trains and come down for lunch. Where's your sister?" 

"Carrot?" he said, whirling around and looking a bit surprised. "Well, Mama, she was just 

here a little while ago. Honest. She kept picking the trains up off the tracks and unlinking them 

and then putting them back down in order of size. I told her not to, but she did it anyway." 

"Yes, but the question is, Rob, where is she now? Oh, dear, I do hope she hasn't gone 

wandering off again! I haven't seen her downstairs all morning." 

"Well, of course not, you sent us up here to play." 
 

"Don't be so difficult, Robby, she's not there and she's not here. Why don't you look around 

for her? I've got to go and finish the sandwiches." And with an absent-minded and worried 

expression on her face, she hurried off. 

Groaning aloud (but to no effect, since his mother had already departed), Robby got up and 

went to look for his sister. Soon, he had the whole group of children looking for her up and 

down the stairs, out in the garden and yard, in the basement and the shed. Being in the shed gave 

Robby an idea. He said to Andy, 

"Hey, maybe she's in somebody else's shed." 
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Roddy scoffed. "Why, Robby, would she be in somebody else's shed? She's never gone in 

ours that I recall, at least not without one of us along." 

"That just shows what you know," responded the offended Robby. 
 

By this time, the brothers were all met up again in the front yard, debating possible locations 

and tactics of search. Danny said shortly, 

"Yeah, so what is it you know, then? What makes you think that Carrot would be in a shed 

somewhere?" 

"Well, this morning she had a dream—" 

"During the day?" prodded Andy. 

"No, just before she woke me up this morning. She said that Mrs. Mistrelistra had two 

houses, one just for her, for Carrot. I thought maybe somebody had a shed that Carrot had been 

in, or something—" 

Andy looked surprised. "Good thinking, Robby!" He clapped his much smaller brother on 

the back, and the boys broke up to go and look around the neighborhood. 

Watching from the window, Mrs. Cuff sighed. "Oh no! Now they're all gone! To look for 

sister, I suppose. Well, Cuffie, would you like your sandwich early, while we wait on them to 

come back?" 

"It seems insensitive to say yes, doesn't it?" Mr. Cuff responded. "If I knew their strategy, I 

could go look myself, with them. In fact, I'm not entirely sure—" But whatever he was going to 

say was lost the next moment when Daisy reached her tiny hand up to the handle of the screen 

door and let herself in, with some difficulty. 
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"Sister, you really mustn't go wandering off like that! Where have you been all this time?" 

Her mother formed these remarks to her, newly anxious as mothers often are once the source of 

their anxiety is proven to be just fine. 

"I was hiding," responded Daisy with a sly grin. 
 

"From whom? And why?" Mr. Cuff's voice expressed a sort of astonishment at the notion 

that she would want to hide from anyone in their family. 

Daisy edged her small bottom up onto her usual chair and wriggled into place, putting her 

head on one hand and looking at him, now suddenly solemn. "For fun. Wobby doesn't like to 

pway wif me anymore." 

"But you shouldn't hide from everyone! We were really worried, dear," her mother said. "All 

your brothers are out now, looking for you, and missing their lunches." 

"They never find me," Daisy gloated, pulling a pickle out from the middle of her sandwich 

and munching it with equanimity. 

"Well, they will if Andy and Roddy have their cell phones on," said Mr. Cuff resolutely, 

going to get the numbers from the bulletin board by the landline to call his two sons. 

Within a very short period of time, the whole family was there, fussing at Daisy each in his 

or her own key, and trying to extract promises and commitments and deliver dire warnings about 

wandering off without telling anyone where she was going. But it seemed to be a principle her 

otherwise so clever three-year-old mind couldn't wrap itself around. She was simply not afraid 

of strangers. It never occurred to them, in their enthusiasm for teaching Daisy about caution, that 

they had not actually found out where she had disappeared to when she was missing. 

Gradually, the Cuffs began to get used to the eccentricities of their newest and youngest 

member, though every time she disappeared, they went through the same concerted and agonized 
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searching. Still, "Daisy's done it again" or some variation of that phrase was said every time, 

with the Cuffs never mastering the discipline of discipline. Mr. and Mrs. Cuff had not found it 

necessary to punish any of the other children for anything, since they all had always been true 

Cuffs and fallen in with every parental suggestion as if their own minds had caused them to think 

of it. The only wayward Cuff was Daisy, and every time she stepped out of line, it was as if it 

were a new event to her stolid family. It always surprised them. In between times, though, 

Daisy seemed inclined to throw them off guard, whether deliberately or unintentionally it wasn't 

easy to tell, by going along with everything and doing what was expected of her. 

Finally, she reached the age of six and went to school, and in some ways, this regularized her 

habits, as it was impressed upon her by less tolerant and indulgent parties than the Cuffs that 

good behavior was expected. After all, she wasn't by nature a rebellious and difficult child, just 

a quirky and peculiar one. Once or twice, she got off the school bus at another stop than the one 

near the Cuffs' corner and walked home on her own, arriving late for plans her mother had made 

with the neighborhood children for playdates. Daisy was the natural storyteller of the group, and 

often retold the fairy tales and folk tales and stories from the children's books she had already 

read to the other children her age. But she sometimes tired of being a leader and abdicated her 

responsibilities as hostess, leaving her mother to entertain the other children while she, Daisy, 

amused herself by being somewhere else; they could never count on her to tell them the real 

story of exactly where. 

The Cuffs were uneasily aware that Daisy had a looser hold on the truth than their other 

children; it was not that she was a born liar, exactly. Rather it was that she reveled in storytelling 

for its own sake, and in making her daily exploits into adventures to tell other people about. Not 

many people could be sure of whether or not she was retailing a fact or series of facts until 
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something unpredictable and obviously imaginary (such as a fairy, unicorn, spaceship, magic 

potion) showed up in the tale. Then came the arduous unraveling of the story so as to get out of 

it what needed to be told for practicality's sake. 

The incident which had occurred when Daisy was three and had told her tale of meeting a 

mysterious witch named Mrs. Mistrelistra had long passed out of the surface minds of the other 

Cuffs by the time Daisy was eight, though Robby at ten still brought it up now and again to tease 

her about it. She always stuck her bottom lip out and looked sullen, but rarely answered him 

except to make a grotesque face at him behind her mother's and father's backs. So, it was doubly 

astounding to the Cuffs, sitting at table to celebrate the coming home of Andy and Roddy from 

their respective colleges for summer vacation, not only to find Daisy not there to eat with them, 

but to hear Robby's tale as he dashed in just minutes before her arrival and said, 

"I know where Carrot goes all those times! I finally found it out! I followed her, and she 

went to this big white and red house with a little white and red shed in the yard. She went in the 

yard, and went in the little house behind, the sort of shed-like one. Then, this old man came out 

and gave her some cookies and milk. And I saw it all, because I was hiding behind a bush just 

by where she was. Then after the old man went inside again, this lady in a long, glittery looking 

blue dress with stars on it just passed by the shed and looked in. She smiled real weird like, and 

said something, but she didn't stay long. She went back in the house. I sort of sneaked up and 

looked into the shed, and Carrot was lying her head on a sort of doll's bed, asleep." He paused 

and flushed bright pink. "She left a cookie on the plate. Here it is," he said, drawing a much- 

crumbled cookie out of his pocket, manifestly proud of himself for not having eaten it already. 

"Oh, dear! Cuffie, what shall we do? I don't want her to eat things strangers just give her, 

and at the same time, if they're nice people, I don't want her to be a trouble to the neighbors." 
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"Well, the old man isn't a neighbor; or at least, he doesn't live there all the time. But neither 

does the lady, I don't guess, because the house looks like our house does when Dad says it needs 

paint, so they'll know somebody lives here. The man almost caught me spying, but I was just 

coming out from where Carrot was when he came out of the bigger house. He didn't know that I 

saw her, I don't think. I was as good at my spying as Aloysius Allen the Superspy," Robby 

boasted, showing his allegiance to an antiquated television show that happened to be still on in 

reruns. 

"We don't call looking after our family members 'spying,' son," his father warned him a trifle 

solemnly and sternly. At exactly that moment, the screen door banged and running feet were 

heard. Carrot came into the room, obviously flustered. 

Suddenly, she saw the cookie lying by Robby's plate. "You stole my other cookie," she said, 

not in accusation but almost indifferently. What had occasioned her rush and her disturbed 

attitude was evidently something else. 

"Sister, dear, Robby says that you were asleep in someone else's shed when he saw you today. 
 
That's not very safe, now, is it? And we've told you about accepting things to eat from 

strangers." 

"Gershom isn't a stranger." This seemed to end the discussion as far as Daisy was concerned, 

and she picked up her knife and fork preparatory to cutting into her chicken. "Did Daddy say 

'grace'?" she enquired. 

"Who's Gershom?" Andy enquired, not sure whether to assume that anyone else had become 

familiar with the name in his absence or not. 

"Oh, I know that too!" exclaimed Robby. "When I saw Carrot leave the yard again to come 

home, I was heading across the lawn to go the other way and beat her here. The man stopped 
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me. He wanted to know who I was, and when I told him I was a neighbor, that's when he gave 

me the other cookie. He said he was Gershom Adams, the 'caretaker,' whatever that means. I 

said, 'Does that mean like the butler?' because I've never met a butler before. Or a caretaker. 

But he just laughed and said I'd probably better go home now. So I did, and I beat Carrot here, 

and here I am!" 

"You're a tattletale, tattletale, hanging on a bull's tail, Robby," said Daisy. "Mrs. Mistrelistra 

won't let you in her yard again if you steal cookies and aren't nice to Gershom." 

"Oh, no! Not that witch-lady story again! I thought you'd got over that years ago, Carrot!" 

Neddy said, amidst a chorus of despairing exclamations and rejoinders. 

"What do you mean?" Daisy asked. "Mrs. Mistrelistra is my friend, and not any of yours! I 

go and see her sometimes so that she won't be sad and lonely. And she hasn't been there all the 

time, because she had to go some other places too." 

"What for, sister? What do you know about her? Does she work somewhere?" asked her 

father, steepling his hands in preparation for the grace, however, since nothing could be done 

immediately about Daisy's latest misdoing. 

"Witches go places for those things you do, Daddy." 

"Those things I do? What things?" 

"Those things where you get together with other paper makers and talk about making paper." 

"Do you mean conferences?" 

"Yes! Stuff like that. Only the witches get together to be happy and make magic." 
 

There was a chorus of laughs, shouts, and consternation from the various members of her 

family, from which one remark from Roddy, now in his first year of college, clearly arose. 
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"Carrot, you really have to stop saying stuff like that. Witches don't exist. Or at least, people 

may exist who say they have magical powers, but they really don't. It's all just make-believe and 

lies, and too much imagination." 

Daisy looked at her favorite brother levelly and said quite clearly, "You are wrong. You don't 

know what you're talking about." The firm authority behind her tone was actually a little chilling 

to her simple and prosaically oriented family. 

"Daisy!" Her father rarely used her real name, but when he did, Daisy usually listened. "This 

defiance of all of us is not acceptable. But we'll talk about it some other time, after dinner or 

tomorrow. You must think carefully before you make up stories." 

"But Daddy—" 
 

"It's time to celebrate your brothers' homecoming." And then, so as to allow Daisy no time 

for a stronger rejoinder which he felt might perhaps be coming, her father started abruptly: "Our 

Father, bless this food and bless us as we partake of it. Thank you for all good things, we accept 

all your gracious gifts, in Jesus' name. Amen." 

"And bless Mrs. Mistrelistra," murmured Daisy. No one wanted to contradict her blessing, 

because none of them equally would have delivered a curse; still, they were silent, clearly not 

sure as to whether a male Supreme Being would honor a blessing asked over a female whose 

Deity or Deities had an unknown or uncertain provenance and gender. 

"Hem. Ah-hem," Mr. Cuff finally said. "Well, Abigail, my dear, I probably forgot to tell you 

this, but we're going to be putting out a new paper product this coming month." 

"Really?" Mrs. Cuff allowed herself to be distracted from her troubling thoughts about her 

daughter. "What sort of product?" 
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"You remember those paper tubes for mailing things that we used to put out, until they 

became obsolete (supposedly)?" Mr. Cuff beamed; he had been against the decision to 

discontinue the product in question, and clearly felt vindicated. "Well, now we're going to make 

a new version of the same thing, which can be mailed from home. It has a postage code already 

on it for each size it comes in, and those plastic covers for the ends that are taped shut after you 

pack it. And you wrap it up in the shape yourself and affix the strip of adhesive that holds it 

closed, so that you can control how tightly wrapped your interior product is. You just send the 

postage code into the post office, get a print-out of the correct price which your credit card is 

charged for, and attach the sticker. It's a marked improvement on the old-style tubes. And I'm 

happy to say I had a hand in making it." 

"Well, that's fine, Jeremiah. Isn't that just fine, children?" 
 

The boys all concurred in the different registers of their voices, while Daisy smiled 

abstractedly at her father and mother, nodding then resting her head on one hand whose elbow 

was propping her up on the table. With her other hand, she fed herself sporadically, her fork 

making slow progress back and forth from her mouth as she chewed in an absent-minded 

fashion. 

"Mabels!" Robby suddenly called out at her. "Mabels, Carrot. 'Mabel, Mabel, sweet and 

able, get your elbows off the table!'" 

"Yes, and you, son, please mind your own manners and leave us adults to correct your sister. 

He's right, though, sister, you should sit up straight and pull your chair in a little closer, so that 

you don't have to lean over your food and prop yourself up like that," said Mr. Cuff, smiling all 

the while in a gentle way which deprived his words of most of their sting. Despite his softness, 

however, Daisy responded, 
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"Well, Daddy, why are we talking about me and not about Roddy and Andy? They've been 

gone from home longer than I have. And maybe they have some funny friends too!" 

This rejoinder clearly floored her family, who all started protesting at once, but none of them 

were capable of making themselves heard over the others, until Andy, his face a study in 

repressed emotion, said, "You've gotten quite fresh, Carrot!" He then punctuated his next 

remark, which would have followed, but never quite came, with a loud sneeze. Then, another, as 

he leapt up from the table and made his way into the living room, dragging his handkerchief out 

of his pocket. "I'm sorry!" they heard him say, "I've been sneezing on and off all day. You'll 

have to excuse me for a moment." He stepped out the front door, and they all pretended not to 

hear him blowing his nose loudly, and not to observe him vigorously wiping off the center of his 

face with the white cloth his mother had monogrammed for him before he went away to school. 

He stepped back in and sat down again, in his place between Daisy and Danny. 

Trying to make light of an awkward silence, two seats away on Daisy's other side (and on the 

far side of Robby), Roddy said, "See, Carrot? You've given Andy here an allergy with your bad 

manners! He was sneezing and coughing from the time he picked me up at my dorm, and all 

because he must've had a premonition that we were going to hear you talking back to Dad!" 

Understanding that she was being joshed, but not much caring for the joke (even from her 

favorite brother, now home for the summer break and likely to let her trail along with him some 

of the time if she wanted to), Carrot smiled sunnily and waited until the others were looking 

elsewhere to make a wry face at him, complete with tongue darted out twice grotesquely. Roddy, 

though taken aback, was not prepared to rat her out and cause her to incur punishment, which in 

any case had never been very much in evidence in the Cuff household, as not being much 

needed. In any case, it was a small naughtiness that he had seen other children practice 
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(not of course Cuff children!), and so being of a more worldly-wise disposition since he had 

gone away to school, Roddy overlooked it (just this once, he said to himself). 

What Roddy found harder to overlook was not in fact Daisy and her wayward behavior, but 

the distance that seemed to have sprung up between himself and his older brother Andy since the 

two of them had been away at school. Before, they had been closer than close, confidants and 

pals, insofar as any Cuff other than Daisy really had any need for a confidant (not really having 

secret selves to confide). Andy and Roddy had been the disciplinarians of the others in the 

family and could be relied upon to maintain order in the very unlikely event that any of the other 

young Cuffs forgot themselves when their parents weren't around. In any case, the solidarity of 

the Cuff children was securely formed around reciting of the rules when their parents weren't in 

immediate evidence, though Daisy as always broke free, and as always was tolerated by the 

others. 

So, after dinner, when Andy was trailed into the boys' bedroom by Daisy, who for some 

reason was hanging around him instead of Roddy—and Roddy felt a small sense of irritation at 

this departure from standard preferences, though he also felt guilty for his envy—Roddy 

followed too, and was in time to see Daisy swipe a folded piece of paper from Andy's backpack 

pocket where it sat on a chair. She danced around the room with it, unfolding it at her leisure, 

and pretending to read it. It wasn't that she couldn't read it, which of course she could; rather, it 

was that she wanted to aggravate her brothers with the spectacle of her reading it. Her ploy was 

not immediately successful, because Andy was standing looking glumly out of the window in an 

unfamiliar attitude which was more than enough to cause his brother to wonder about him; Andy 

didn't see her prancing and pirouetting around at first. 
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Roddy, who did, said "All right, Carrot, better give Andy his paper back. Behave yourself, 

now! Aren't you glad to see us home?" 

By way of answer, Daisy stuck out her lip and planted herself firmly in the center of the 

room: "Me—me —t-am-p-hora," she announced in carefully detached syllables, clearly not 

aware of what she was saying, yet determined to say it. She looked at the paper again, though 

Andy was not attending. Roddy bent forward and made a swipe at her hand but missed. She 

began to enunciate cautiously: 

"'Metamphora.' That's a funny word; what does it mean?" Without waiting for an answer, 

she went on, reading in a singsong voice and reinforcing the rhymes so that Roddy could barely 

get the sense of the poem, though he could tell by Andy's reaction that it was at the core of some 

experience which he probably did not want to discuss in front of Daisy. So Roddy pursued the 

fleet Daisy around the room trying to get the poem away from her, though she was too agile for 

him, darting over and under and around pieces of furniture while she read: 

"The ceiling fan is spinning 
With swift, impatient glide 
Recording minutes and seconds 
Since the day I left your side 

 
The hours are harder to get through 
And pass more sweetly bitter 
So, I sit and watch the fan 
And find it a sad thing, fitter 

 
To mourn over what I cannot change 
Than to value the antique poem: 
The praying hands, so strange 
That form their touching dome, 

 
Telling me to accept it, 
And get along with my life, 
While I watch the ceiling fan, 
The image of recurrent strife. 
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The tempest of air that rises 
Though regular and stately 
Of serenity speaks not at all, 
Rather, another wisdom lately, 

 
A wisdom of darker insight, 
Which speaks of how not to resign, 
Of how to fight, and to linger, 
To sup of a stronger wine. 

 
And as I watch the blades turning, 
Reinforcing my rhythm of being, 
I dream of your smiling eyes burning, 
And ask if it's me they are seeing. 

 
The winds of heaven, like clay hands, 
Cradle and hold the red drink, 
Then I tip my head back, boldly swallow, 
And hope, and love, and think." 

 
     Daisy giggled. Roddy cleared his throat. Finally, while she continued to wave the paper 

around her head and dance, he thought of something to say to Andy, who uncharacteristically 

was still frowning out of the window. 

"I tried to get it away from her, And. She's gotten out of hand without us here to help Mom 

and Dad. Sorry." 

Andy shrugged. He gave Daisy one long, level look and held out his hand in a no-nonsense 

manner. "Give me the paper, Daisy." Surprisingly, Daisy responded with obedience. She 

curtsied first, however, then flourished the paper around a few times before placing it in his 

outstretched palm, chanting, 

"Andy's got a girlfriend, Andy's got a girlfriend." Then, as she caught the genuinely wounded 

look on her oldest brother's face, she became suddenly grave. "Don't worry, Anders, I won't tell 

anyone. Well, except Roddy. We won't tell on you." Careening forward in a mad dash, she 

threw herself around Andy and hugged him, her head pummeling into his stomach. 
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Suddenly kneeling to face her, Andy touched her chin gently and said, "Daisy, why don't you 

let Roddy and me have a little while alone, okay? We'll come along downstairs and play with 

you soon, okay?" 

She looked at him suspiciously, but then suddenly agreed. "Okay. I'm going out into the 

yard; I'm going to swing on the rope swing." She danced on out of the room, not even bothering 

to look behind her. 

Roddy, sensing that his brother was getting ready to share something momentous, looked up 

from where he sat on the bed as Andy rose from his kneeling position. "What's up, Andy? Got 

a—is Carrot right? Got a romance on hand, or something?" 

Andy flushed a red brick color. "It's not that simple." He looked down at the paper in his 

hand, wadded it up and made as if to throw it across the room, then stopped and smoothed it out, 

folded it back up, and put it into his backpack again. "It couldn't just be that simple, could it?" 

Roddy shrugged. "Well, we're the only two ones of the family who've even dated, except 

Mom or Dad. I guess it's about time. Not that I'm ready to find a permanent girlfriend—" 

"Oh, girlfriend! Try lovers." 
 

Roddy's mouth flew open in the stereotypical expression of amazement. "Lovers? You—you 

mean—and more than one?" 

"Oh, Roddy!" Andy exclaimed. "A world has come and gone since I left home! They— 

they're not even—both of them aren't—only one of them is a woman." 

Roddy stood up then sat back down on the bed again. "This is weird!" he said. Then, "This is 

bad!" Then, "You're pulling my leg, right?" Then, "No, this joke is in very bad taste. Really, 

Andy—" 
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"I'm sorry; I shouldn't have told you. But I couldn't face you or Carrot blurting it out about 

my poem to Mom and Dad, and then having to try to lie about it. You're really the only one I 

can talk to about it. And I guess I can't even talk to you about it. Sorry," he said again. 

Roddy said, "Well—I want to be there for you. But this is out of my experience. I can't think 

of what to say. My brother is a—is—what do you call yourself? Do you say you're bisexual?'" 

Andy laughed out loud at that, which caused Roddy to look shocked. "I don't say anything 

about it; it's all too new. I don't even know what to think about it myself. And why should I 

have to say anything about it? I've never felt this way before; I may never feel this way again. 

'One swallow doth not a summer make,' and all of that stuff." 

"But if you've never felt that way before—then what makes you so sure that you're not just— 

just imagining things now?" 

"Why would I imagine something so preposterous?" 
 

Roddy relaxed a little. "So….it seems preposterous to you, too." 

"Except that it's true." 

"Do you mean that you—that you've already—that the three of you—or two of you—and two 

of you again—have—are you saying?—" 

"We've all three been together more than once, yes." 
 

"Holy cow! Well, I don't see how you can tell Mom and Dad that! What are you going to 

do?" 

"To do? Why should I do anything? I mean, except make arrangements to take summer 

classes so that I can go back and be with my—my—with Louise and Drake again." 

"What peculiar names—'Louise and Drake.'" 
 

"Well, they have to have some names or other, don't they? What's so peculiar about them?" 
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"Oh, I don't know. So, do you all live together or something? I never got an answer to those 

letters I sent you last semester. Did you move out of your dorm, or where do you live now?" 

"No, no, no! I just didn't answer because I was busy. I know, nothing I'm doing is like me, 

nothing I'm doing is like our family; nothing I'm doing is like a Cuff." He hesitated and waved 

his hand around in the air. "I've never even written a poem before in my life. But when I 

thought of Louise's eyes on the way back home on the bus, I started to really miss her, and Drake 

too, and then I thought of that statue of 'The Praying Hands,' stupid thing really, I guess, that 

Mom and Dad used to have before Carrot broke it, and I thought how it wasn't enough anymore, 

somehow." 

"Oh, I don't know. How did it go? 'God grant me the strength to change the things I can 

change; the serenity to accept the things I cannot change; and the wisdom to know the 

difference.' Seems pretty good to me. Now if only you could've stopped with just having a 

crush on Louise!" Even being away at college, where he might've been expected to acquire or at 

least be exposed to a more urbane world view didn't keep Roddy from approving the old saw 

which had been engraved on the plaster statuette before Daisy broke it. 

"It's not a crush! You make it sound like something at a sweet sixteen party! And Drake was 

already in her life, and one night we all got high—" 

"Boy, the things Mom and Dad don't know about you—" 
 

"And I don't want them to find out, either, at least not now. Anyway, it turns out they'd done 

this once before, except they hadn't had it to work out as well as it did with us. We go 

everywhere together; we sleep and eat together—" 

"And they're just waiting for you to come back?" 
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"Well, Louise is taking a summer course in economics, so she stayed, and Drake is the son of 

one of the Undergraduate Counselors, so he lives there in Chansonville." 

"So—" Roddy paused, not knowing what else to say. Finally, he settled on talk about the 

poem his brother had apparently written. "So, what's 'metamphora' mean? I know what a 

metaphor is, but I don't know that word. Are you sure you haven't misspelled it?" 

"No, I haven't misspelled it! Dufus! It's a portmanteau word. That means a composite word 

with two meanings put into one. A 'metaphora' is the Latin or Italian for 'metaphor.' An 

'amphora' is a clay or stone cask or container, usually made to hold wine or oil, in this poem 

wine. The imagery of the poem—oh, why is this important now?" He looked impatiently at his 

younger brother, who shrugged and held his hands up. 

"I just asked. I was trying to take an interest." 
 

"Yeah? Well, anyway, the imagery develops from the beginning of the poem until the end, 

when the clay image has changed from clay praying hands to a clay amphora, also holding 

something, this time the wine of the words of the poem. That's all. It's not a good poem, but it's 

the best I could do. I don't know why people think that great passions make great poems; I feel 

like I'm having the greatest passion I've ever felt in my life, but my words are little and small." 

"Your words don't seem small to me. But oh, man, are you ever in trouble! I don't mean 

with Mom and Dad; I'm not going to tell them, so all you've got to worry about is Carrot 

blabbing about a love poem, which she probably didn't understand much of anyway. But your 

life is in trouble, it seems to me. It seems too complicated." 

"That's just what I said; it is complicated. And it's natural to want to be able to share your 

feelings about your friends with your family. Why do you think so many—so many—wow, it's 

weird to compare myself with gay people, or bi-s. Why do you think, though, that so many of 
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them want to 'come out' to people they care about? They want to be really known for the people 

they are. But all I can think of is how to hide out from Mom and Dad." He turned and looked at 

Roddy. "Thanks for listening, Rod. I guess you still are my closest sibling. I was beginning to 

wonder if anything was ever going to be the same again." Andy sat down at his desk chair and 

looked across at Roddy solemnly. Then, suddenly, he sneezed again. Then again. He mopped 

his face up and said, "Really, this sneezing is ridiculous!—" 

Roddy grimaced. "I hate to ask this, but are you sure you haven't picked up something? 
 
From Drake, I mean? I mean, you're being cautious, right? Safe?" 

 
Andy glared at him. "Why would I be any more likely to pick up something from Drake than 

from Louise? Or from anybody, for that matter? I don't think any one of us is promiscuous. 

We're just—the way we are, together, you know." 
 

"Man, I don't know what's happened to your morals. I mean, I'm not criticizing, just noticing. 

Yeah, I think you'd better keep this from Mom and Dad. They really wouldn't understand." He 

paused a minute. "I'm not sure I do, but I'll give you the benefit of the doubt. I guess all the 

world wants to be in love. Just not usually with two people, of different sexes, at the same time." 

Suddenly, he grinned a cockeyed grin. 

"Now, what are you smirking at? I was actually thinking of asking you to come back with 

me before term starts and meet them, but if you're going to smirk like that, it's all off." 

"No, it's just that I was feeling after lunch that you and I had gotten too far apart, and that we 

didn't communicate anymore the way we used to because you haven't written or called for so 

long. And now, I'm the only one—well, mostly the only one, Carrot doesn't really count in this 

case—who knows what's on your mind. I guess I should say, 'Thanks for trusting me, and I'll do 

my best.'" 
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Andy returned the smile, also lopsidedly. "Oh, stop being such a Cuff!" For some reason, 

this made the two of them burst into laughter. 

A second later, they heard a clattering on the stairs, and then there was a pounding on the 

door, and Daisy came tumbling back into the room. "I thought you were going to come down 

and play with me! I've been down at the rope swing for a long time now, and there's no one to 

push me." As the two brothers laughed at her and in relief at themselves, glad that they'd 

achieved a moment of privacy before Daisy came in to interrupt them again, Andy took one of 

her hands and then Roddy the other and they swung her up in the air between them as they 

headed for the door. 

3 
 

It was while they were out in the yard, patiently pushing Daisy in turn at the rope swing and 

each of them thinking of their recent conversation and each also wondering if he had acquitted 

himself well—a main consideration for a Cuff, though neither of them felt very much like a Cuff 

after the recent revelations—that they indifferently watched a Volkswagen beetle drive up and 

park in front of the house. But then, Andy's brow was creased with anxiety, his face alight with 

something like horror: he placed the cords of the rope swing in Roddy's hand and ran to meet the 

small, balding blond man, a true homunculus, petite and doll-like, who got out of the driver's 

seat. Roddy could see from where he stood the quite unlikely shade of aquamarine blue of the 

man's eyes and his fair hair, which stood up on top of his head in a soft cloud, like Einstein's, 

only shorter. The man was wearing a white summer sweater vest and short sleeves, the vest with 

two large black diamonds on a white field, and white trousers. "Harlequin," thought Roddy in 

passing, wondering who the man was and why Andy had seemed so appalled to see him. For 

Roddy and the other Cuffs had no imagination (except for Daisy, and perhaps now Andy, 

coming into a belated growth spurt of the amatory mind).     
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     The two young men stood halfway down the lawn and spoke, the homunculus in cheery, light 

tones that Roddy was strangely unashamed at trying to catch—so perhaps he was becoming less 

Cuff-like after all?—and Andy in hushed undertones, his hands gesturing as if he was trying to 

get the other man to speak more softly, to go with his tiny appearance. 

"Who's that?" queried Daisy inconveniently of Roddy. 
 

"Some guy Andy knows, I guess," he responded, trying to judge just exactly what it was that 

Andy was attempting to telegraph to him with the backwards motion of one arm. The next 

second he guessed, apparently correctly, that Andy wanted him to take Daisy inside or into the 

backyard, anywhere away from the scene in the front. "Let's go and see if there's any more cake 

left from lunch, Daisy. We didn't have much, maybe Mom will let us have another helping." 

"Don't want cake," Daisy replied. She swung another time or two, then imitated a parachuter 

going out of a plane and landed on her haunches three feet in front of the swing. To Roddy's 

dismay as well as Andy's, she ran trippingly straight for the other two men and paused in front of 

them, her little right hand extended in her best Sunday School fashion to shake hands with the 

stranger. 

Andy's face turned crimson, and he didn't immediately respond, but the other man sank down 

and squatted near Daisy, comically a little shorter than she in that position, and shook her hand 

gravely, and Roddy heard the name "Drake" come floating along upon the air in a mellow tenor. 

Then Drake stood back up, and with a weary face, Andy motioned to Roddy to come along too, 

which right away made Roddy very nervous. He had never met "one of them." Well, not that he 

knew of. Except of course his brother, now that his brother was "one of them." "Oh, this is 
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ridiculous," he muttered under his breath, stepping forward manfully and pulling on his forelock 

in a characteristic manner. It was only Andy, after all, and some male friend of his from college 

come to pay a surprise visit, who had possibly little or no real interest in the rest of his family. 

Or was that what it was? Unsettled again, Roddy stepped up and finally Andy found his own 

voice and introduced his brother to his friend Drake. The two young men shook hands; Drake's 

manner was sure and friendly, and this put Roddy at his ease almost against his will. Meanwhile, 

Daisy had possessed herself of Drake's free hand, and looking up at him, asked, 

"Do you want me to tell you what's in your hand, Mr. Drake?" 
 

"Just 'Drake,' Daisy. What do you mean, what's in my—oh, you're going to tell my fortune? 
 
Go ahead then! Where did you learn to tell fortunes?" 

 
"My friend, Mrs. Mistrelistra, taught me. Really, she did it and I watched her, but it's not 

hard for me; I'm smart. Let me see—" Daisy assumed a faraway expression and trailed a 

pointer finger across the surface lines of Drake's outstretched hand, "You won't inherit a fortune 

any time soon, but your luck will improve gradjally due to your own efforts. You are in love 

with a woman with black hair, who will disappoint you in a minor way when you ask her to 

attend an event with you." She glanced up at him; from the expression of his face, he was 

thoroughly enchanted by this reading of his future, but to spur her on, he said, "And is that all? 

Tell me everything." 

"Your family doesn't understand you—" 
 

"True enough," Drake said in an undertone to Andy and Roddy. 
 

"And you will soon travel a great distance in order to meet a wise man or woman who holds 

the answer to your fate in their hands." She shrugged, apparently tired of the game and wanting 

some other amusement with Drake. "Sorry, that's all I can see right now." 
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Emboldened by his own resilience in having borne up under the possible difficulty of having 

Drake meet at least two of his siblings, Andy asked him, 

"Would you like to come in and have some lemonade or a snack of some kind after your trip, 

Drake? It seems like a long way to come just to bring me my manuscript." Roddy suddenly 

noticed that Andy had a folder of papers in his hand, and wondered at it, because Andy usually 

committed everything to a computer file and disdained to use a lot of paper. 

"No, I'm sorry, I can't stay, my Aunt Hetty will be expecting me in about twenty minutes. I 

just thought I should stop and say 'Hi' while I was this close." He half-turned, then said in a 

lower tone, "So, are you coming back this summer, or will you not be back until the autumn? 

Louise and I are quits—" he looked down at Daisy cautiously, but she was busy making a circlet 

chain out of clover flowers for him, and apparently was not listening to the conversation. "She 

wants you to come back. We're still friends, and all, but I think she really misses you." 

Andy's brow was suddenly furrowed. "Is that a problem? I mean, if she and I—" he left the 

sentence unfinished. 

Drake smiled with grace and reached out and patted Andy's near arm. "Look, I know you 

always felt closer to her than to me. These things happen. We can still be friends. For one 

thing, the Writer's Project is humming along this summer, and the committee wants to get as 

many of the original people back as possible to set things up for the fall semester. We can work 

on that together, you and I. Louise is—well, you'll see how Louise is when you see her again." 

And with that he ducked down to receive on his fuzzy natural platinum hair the crown that Daisy 

was impatiently waiting to place on his head. 

Roddy shook his hand again, sorry now that he was not going to come in and "meet the 

folks," but instantly realized that he himself was really feeling curious as to whether "the 
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folks" would pick up on anything unusual about Drake. And this produced a feeling of 

alienation from the state of Cuffhood because he also recognized that Cuffs did not want 

unusual or peculiar social things like nervous homophobia to happen, and he had been almost 

wondering if they felt that. Giving a last farewell to his brother's friend, he went alone back to 

the porch, feeling derelict in his duty at not compelling Daisy to come with him, but recognizing 

that sometimes nothing could compel Daisy when she did not want to comply. 

Andy and Daisy, hand-in-hand, watched from the curb while Drake got back in the 

Volkswagen and drove away, crown still on his head as if forgotten, and then walked back up to 

where Roddy was sitting on the porch. 

"Well, that went better than I would have expected if I'd known ahead of time that—that—" 

ventured Roddy, when Daisy had bolted back to the yard in a sudden dash to pick more clover. 

"Yes," said Andy. He drew a big breath, sighed, and murmured sotto voce to his brother, 

"You can't imagine how relieved I am. All this time, I've been trying to fit myself into a pattern, 

a pattern that I wasn't sure was real or my own—not that I don't love Drake, but as far as the sex 

and romance part of it goes, Louise was always my focus. But I tried to persuade myself for so 

long that Drake was a part of it too, that I almost succeeded. It's good to know that I've not 

changed as much as I thought. I guess I'm just a boring old heterosexual Cuff after all." And he 

sat down on the top step beside Roddy. 

"Well," said Roddy, "with a small diversion on the opposite side of the equation. Maybe you 

were just sowing an oat a little wilder than most because we've always been so ordinary, we 

Cuffs. I just hope you're not expecting me to follow suit and blossom out into some similar 

manifestation of difference." But his eyes gleamed oddly as he said this. Andy didn't notice. 
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"I really thought Daisy and her head of red hair was our one wild character in the family; let's 

just hope she doesn't go really haywire when she reaches our age." Andy seemed a little more at 

peace since Drake's visit, which was just as well, because at that moment, Mr. and Mrs. Cuff 

came out onto the front porch. 

"Who was that young man who was talking to you children a little while ago?" asked Mrs. 
 
Cuff. "I started to come down, but I was in the sewing room sewing a seam into the new drapes, 

and since the two of you were both here with Daisy, I didn't worry." 

"Oh, that was a school friend of Andy's, just dropping by to say 'Hello,'" answered Roddy 

helpfully, to cover up a sudden flush of crimson color on his brother's face. He continued, "He 

stayed for a few minutes, then had to get along to some family event. He didn't have time for a 

bit of food or drink, Mom, I know you would have offered." 

"What a shame we didn't get to meet him," chirped Mrs. Cuff cheerily. 
 

"He brought me a story I'm working on, one I'd left a paper copy of for him to make notes on. 
 
If it's all right, I think I'll be getting off upstairs to work on it." 

 
"It's a nice day outside, are you sure you want to sit inside working? And when you say a 

story you are working on, do you mean a newspaper column? Or what? I've never known you 

to write anything," asked Mr. Cuff, not entirely happy to see his eldest son uncharacteristically 

seeking seclusion and engaging in artistic endeavors. Cuffs spent a lot of time together, after all. 

"Well, I may be going back to school this summer sometime, to work on a school project and 

to take a class or two. One of the courses I took this year was a—well, I'm afraid it was a 

creative writing course, an elective I got steered into because there wasn't room in the one I 

wanted to take. I'm sorry I didn't mention it before, but there hasn't been time to discuss much of 

anything." He turned and went in, curtailing other remarks or inquiries; Andy was clearly 
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"getting while the getting's good," applying forethought in an un-Cufflike way. Roddy shook his 

head, then repressed the gesture; luckily, however, no one had seen him to comment or ask 

questions. His parents had startled looks on their faces, but not being short of funds, they were 

not immediately concerned with any difficulty to pay for summer courses; besides, Andy had a 

scholarship which for all they knew might cover some expenses. They were more concerned 

with not having their son back in the fold at home for the summer holidays. A Cuff who didn't 

want to spend his or her time predominantly in the company of other Cuffs was a bit of an 

anomaly, requiring questions and investigation. But, as the balmy summer day began to act on 

them too, they concluded that questions could wait. Mrs. Cuff deputized Danny to serve 

lemonade and crackers and cheese, and one by one all the Cuffs except Andy (who was upstairs 

working on his manuscript) and Daisy (who was making clover chains on the lawn for family 

crowns) were sitting in their accustomed positions on the front porch, socializing with each other 

and enjoying the weather. 

4 
 

It was several nights later, in the early hours of the morning, actually, when Roddy awoke 

bleary-eyed and realized that Andy was not in his bed. He listened carefully but didn't hear any 

noises in the hall which would indicate that Andy was on the upper floor. Apprehensively, he 

got up out of bed with quiet caution so as not to wake Neddy and Danny. When he got 

downstairs to the main floor, he again strained his hearing to see if there was any noise; he heard 

a soft sound from the kitchen, which reassured him. Evidently Andy was only up for a drink or a 

bite to eat. Going in, he found Andy stirring a pan of hot chocolate on the stove, his hair tousled 

and his robe flopping loosely around him over his boxer shorts. 
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"What's keeping you awake, Andy? Worrying about your friends?" Roddy asked with a 

touch of asperity and jealousy, then became shocked at himself for his own confused feelings on 

the matter. He felt somehow as if Andy had been separated from the rest of the family without 

protest, almost as if Andy has disinherited his own family. 

"Yes and no." Andy looked older and worn. "What I've really been worrying about is you." 

"Me?" Roddy was both surprised and flattered. His angrier feelings passed away instantly. 

"Why me? I'm just one of our family, going along the way we always do. I'm not up to anything 

unusual." 

"That's just the point. Neither am I." A crooked grin half-passed across Andy's face and then 

died away. 

"Now, wait a minute! I wouldn't exactly say your life has been ordinary lately." 
 

"I would, though. If you promise not to tell Mom and Dad, I'll let you in on a little secret. I 

mean, promise not to tell them either what I originally told you yesterday, or what I'm going to 

tell you now." Andy poured the hot chocolate into a mug, then took down a second mug and 

poured it full as well. "Here's one for you, too; there's plenty." 

The brothers sat and started sipping their hot chocolates; the warmth of the summer night 

made it a bit unseasonable for the drink. But it was, after all, the family specific for restless 

nights, even though doctors had been saying for some time that cocoa was exactly the opposite 

sort of thing from one should be taking for sleeplessness. And Cuffs, even Andy, mostly stuck 

to the tried and true. 

"So? More revelations?" Roddy tried to keep a sense of jealousy out of his voice again, but 

his surprise this time was at himself, because of his own reaction: he was suddenly aware of 

feeling like a slow-witted, slow-moving, average and boring sort of person, a new take on the old 



48  

issue of being a Cuff. It was such a startling new perspective for him that he was quiet and 

patient while Andy got ready to talk, not rushing Andy but trying to assess his own beliefs and 

core values (and as anyone knows, these cannot be assessed in such a short amount of time, 

though an abrupt disorientation from previous ones can come about like a flash of light, which 

was more or less what Roddy was noticing in himself. Rather, it was as if a whole submerged 

half-continent of parts of himself that he had only allowed to lie dormant below the surface had 

just broken free and floated up into the sunlit awareness of his mind as he listened to Andy). 

"It's just this: I lied to you. Oh, not about Louise and Drake. Drake is bi, and he and Louise 

have had a relationship which, as you heard, is now over. And Drake did try to get me involved 

in a threesome, though Louise had some hesitations." 

"I thought you said they'd done it once before, with someone else." 

"They did, but she didn't enjoy it." 

"So what you're telling me is—" 
 

"I never was involved with Drake, only with Louise. Oh, he didn't care about that, he wasn't 

jealous or anything, but Louise felt pulled between the two of us and oddly enough decided she 

just wanted to be with one of us; I mean oddly considering that she wasn't exactly—well, I mean, 

she has some experience." 

"Sounds like it! But then, why did you try to get me to believe that you were involved with 

Drake? Or are you just sorry you told me now and are you trying to take it back? Relax, Andy, 

I'll never tell Mom and Dad, I swear, as much for their sake as for yours. They're true Cuffs, 

after all. They would be shattered, wouldn't know what to do or say or think." 

Andy, whose face had been burning at intervals all day long, flushed a dark red again, with 

only his brother there to see him. "It actually may be worse than that, Roddy, and even if you are 
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my brother, you may not want to be my friend anymore. Because I was experimenting, sort of, 

on you. When I lied and said I'd had an affair with Drake too, I was trying the fiction on for size, 

just to see if I could make someone believe it. I had to choose someone who knew me well, and 

no one else in the family is as close to me as you are or could be counted on to keep the secret, or 

I should say the non-secret, the pretend secret." He reached out and patted his brother's arm in a 

comradely gesture, but Roddy only frowned and shrugged his hand away. 

"But why would you want to lie to me like that? We've been so close. Was it just to make a 

fool of me, was it a joke, or was it to get independence from the family, or—" 

"None of those. Or at least, maybe only a little of the last, in an indirect way. You see, the 

creative writing assignment was to write a story from the first-person point of view about 

someone very different from ourselves and when I met Drake and someone else told me that he 

was bi, I thought at first it would be impossible to write about him. But as I got to know him in 

the writing class, little by little, he got the idea himself that he and I should write stories about 

each other, and he approached me with the idea. We kept it a sort of secret as to whom we were 

writing about; that is, we didn't tell the others in the class. But that's how I got to know him well 

enough to meet Louise, and she knew, and she used to get a big kick out of listening to each of 

us writing dialogue for the other's character. Oh, don't get me entirely wrong, Roddy. At first, I 

didn't want to write about Drake that way, and I didn't want to put myself in his shoes, and I also 

had a period of time when I thought it would be necessary to have an affair with him in order to 

write the story. But Louise talked me out of that: she firmly forbade me to talk to her about it 

anymore, and that helped. Because it made it clear to me that the person I really wanted to be 

with was she, not a man. Not any man, not even Drake, who was a good friend by then. I just 

wanted an ordinary, average, straight relationship with Louise, and that was all. So you see what 
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I mean: I used you unfairly, and played upon your feelings, and I'm really sorry. I feel really, 

really bad." 

"Wow," said Roddy. "But you must've been really, really cold-blooded, not only with me, but 

with your friends too, to think of doing something like that in order just to write a story." 

"You still don't get it! It wasn't just to write a story—it was the other way around! The 

assignment to write the story made me start to think about all the things I was missing in life by 

being a Cuff, and I really, really wanted to change, I wanted to be like someone else instead of 

my boring self. I wanted to be worthy of having a fiction written about me, I wanted to be 

capable of loving both sexes, I—" 

"Okay already!" Roddy sighed and placed a soothing palm on his brother's sweaty forearm. 

"Man, you're overheated! Maybe you should've had a glass of cold milk instead of hot 

chocolate. I think I understand now. I felt a little bit the same this year when I got away for the 

first time. I mean, I know you've had two years on me to get used to college life, and I'm not 

trying to pretend to—well, to the sorts of feelings of distance and difference you've had, I guess 

I'd say. But I did something—well, I've done some things—you won't like me anymore as a 

brother when I tell you." 

"Sure, I will! Is it about sex, or drugs, or rock 'n roll? You know, the things people used to 

warn students about?" Now that the center of attention was off him, Andy wanted to reassure his 

brother and be just as good and worthy a confidant as his brother had been for him (and in his 

partially Cuff-like heart, he felt some doubt, though in the main he felt he could possibly be 

worthy). 

"Uh—no, it's not about any of those things, but it's kind of addictive. I almost wish it were 

one of those." He paused. "It's this—I like to destroy stuff. I guess that's it; I like to destroy 
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stuff that belongs to other people especially. I mean, I tried destroying my own football jersey, 

but that didn't make me feel the same rush, if you know what I mean, and I just had to buy a new 

jersey. No, it—" 

     "Roddy, when did this start? I've never known you to be wantonly destructive!" 

     "Oh, that was exciting just then when you said, 'wantonly destructive' and sounded so 

shocked!  You sounded like Mom that time when I got into her layer cake and ate half of 

it with my hands before she could frost it.” 

Andy sighed, then frowned. "Roddy, you were five at the time and didn't know any better! 
 
Get hold of yourself, man!" 

 
"Oh yes I did too know better. But I thought even at the time that she would think just what 

you did, that I didn't know better, and so I went ahead and did it. I've been cautious all this time, 

but when I got away from home, instead of just sneaking around and putting puncture marks in 

Dad's garden hose, or—" 

"That was you? We all blamed the dog from down the block, the one that chewed up Mom's 

slippers! And briefly, Carrot, because she had found an awl and was digging holes in the ground 

with it! You would've been sorry if she had been blamed, wouldn't you, Roddy?" 

"Sorry, maybe, but—well, I would've tried to clear her, but I wouldn't have said 'I did it.'" 

"Why not?" 

"Too many explanations, and oh, you know, then they would've been on to me." 
 

"So what happened when you got away from home? Did you get caught doing something? 

Is someone going to contact Mom and Dad?" The questions were coming quickly now, as Andy 

funnily enough assumed the "Cuff function" and began to interrogate his younger brother. 
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"Well, I thought at first that since I was away from home, it had stopped. And I figured that it 

was just a way of growing up, or something, of expressing resentment of our family. But…I met 

this girl I really liked, a girl with long, light brown hair. It positively shone in the light. And as 

much as I liked her—well, I—you'll think this is horrible, Andy—I wanted somehow to cut off 

all her hair. I've not been able to figure out since then if it was because I didn't want to share the 

sight of it with anyone else or not. Anyway, one day I had my chance. She came to my dorm 

room when my roommate was out, and she and I kissed and cuddled, and it was a sort of a warm 

day, and when we lay down, side by side, we fell asleep. When I roused, I covered her up with 

the sheet, and went to sit in the chair until she woke up. Then suddenly I saw that head of hair. 

It was almost more than I could bear. Finally, I crept to the desk and got the scissors, and 

snip!snip! It was done. I had a short lock of her hair. I have it in my billfold still." 

Andy looked at him carefully. Roddy looked the same as he always had. His face was 

normal, his eyes were normal. "But guys in the old days always used to ask girls for a lock of 

their hair; it was part of the courtship routine. Maybe you're just a little old-fashioned." 

"But that wasn't it; I wanted to keep on cutting until she had no hair left, only she started to 

stir, and I had to hide the scissors. And after that, she started to look at me funny and avoid me, 

so I think she knew. That's how it all started." 

"Started? You mean there's more?" 
 

"Oh, yeah, a lot more. It always seems to involve someone I like or admire—except Cuffs, I 

have been more judicious about not destroying things that belong to individual members of our 

family." 

"Big of you," sneered Andy, but the attitude of mind that brought about the mockery was so 

uncharacteristic of him that it surprised him into silence again. He waited. 
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"The next time after that was the coffee pot—no, wait, the time after that was the tests." 

"The tests?" 

"Yeah. We were supposed to get the tests back from one of our classes. I was walking down 

the hall just at class change time and saw the professor of the course with the tests under his 

arm. All of a sudden, he made an about-face and went back to his office. Curious, I followed 

him secretly, and saw him put the tests back down on his desk and duck out for a minute. I 

swear to you, Andy, this time the whole thing wasn't a matter of any planning at all, it was 

entirely fortuitous. I saw just at the edge of his desk a shredder, and after glancing up and down 

the hall and not seeing him or even any stragglers going to class, I just nipped in and shredded 

the whole class's tests, including my own, without even looking to see what I had. Then, I 

dashed down the hall and got there just as the class was settling into its seats. When he came in a 

few minutes later, he was looking very, very odd, but he said something about letting us take the 

test over to see if our scores improved, so I didn't tell anyone." 

Now Andy was curious. "How did you feel when he did that? Were you glad he didn't tell 

the truth or angry?" 

"I think to tell you the truth I was relieved. And I admired him, even more than before." 

"And is that all?" 

"No, there's the time I ruined the coffee pot in the student canteen, and then the time—" 

"Okay, okay. But you know this has to stop. I know you don't want Mom and Dad to get 

involved or take you to see a—a—well, a head doctor. Because it sounds weird to me. And 

these days, you never know where there's going to be a security camera, remember." 

Roddy stuck his chin out and stroked it thoughtfully. "Weirder than lying?" 

"Lying?" 
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"Pretending to be something you're not, like you did. And you know, that's not the first time 

you've done that. Oh, it may be the most extreme instance of you ever pretending to be 

something else, but I remember playing stuff when we were kids, and you always had to be the 

conjuror, or the sky diver, or the—" 

"Yes, but that was just play! And anyway, I explained to you why I did what I did." 
 

Roddy looked down at his own hands, now folded one over the other. "We're not being good 

Cuffs. Mom and Dad wouldn't recognize us." 

As if summoned by being referred to, Jeremiah and Abigail Cuff trailed drowsily into the 

kitchen, glanced at the empty pan on the stove, and Jeremiah yawned widely while Abigail 

rubbed her eyes. "You boys are up early," Mr. Cuff said. "What's the matter, couldn't sleep?" 

"Oh, well, it's almost getting up time," responded Andy in a light tone of voice. 
 

"Not for you," retorted Mr. Cuff. "It's my getting up time, since I have to be up for work at 

five-thirty and it's five-fifteen. But you boys usually sleep in until at least six or six-thirty. 

Going fishing?" 
 

Andy thought for a minute and said, "That's not a bad idea." It would certainly give him a 

chance to delve more deeply into his brother's problem, which seemed to him to be worse than 

his own. "Wanna go fishing, Roddy?" 

Roddy was looking at his hands. "I don't think we can, And. I think some of the rods are 

broken," he answered, while a small, satisfied expression crossed his face. 

Andy couldn't keep the anger and suspicion out of his voice. "What? What did you say?" 
 

Mr. and Mrs. Cuff looked shocked. "Roddy!" exclaimed Mrs. Cuff. "Andy! You boys are 

acting very peculiar this morning! Has Daisy done something else to cause an uproar? You two 

can't be expected to maintain discipline alone even if you are the eldest, especially since you just 
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got home and have been away now for a while. Tell me what she did, and I'll talk to her. 

Goodness knows, she's old enough now not to be up to so many of her tricks." 

Roddy grinned a lopsided grin at his parents and said, "No, no, it's nothing Carrot's done. 
 
Andy and I are just sort of getting reacquainted after not having seen each other for almost a year 

now. Letters can't really convey all the things we have to discuss, can they, And?" 

Looking mutinous, but unwilling to involve his parents at this stage, Andy muttered, "No, not 

really," then clammed up and sipped his cocoa with determination. If Roddy had really broken 

the fishing rods too, and wasn't just yanking his chain, what was he going to do? How long ago 

had it happened? 

At that moment, Neddy, the now twelve-year-old child, stepped into the room. When his 

mother saw who it was, she nervously said, "Oh, hello, there Neddy. Ned, there's yoghurt in the 

fridge. Or would you rather I made you some scrambled eggs?" 

With a frown first, and then an appearance of unconcern, Neddy responded, "Sure, Mom. I'd 

love some eggs. Just let me get the yoghurt and a few other things to tide me over until the eggs 

are ready." And Neddy took down from the cabinet some Pop Tarts, a box of cereal, and two 

energy bars. He also opened the fridge and slapped the package of bacon out on the counter 

along with the carton of eggs, apparently readying all for his mother's attention. Next, he took 

out the yoghurt, put a generous heap of cereal and yoghurt in the bowl, bathed it in sugar, and 

said, "I'm going to watch the early cartoons on the Cartoon Channel, okay, Mom? Call me when 

breakfast is ready," and he put all his "appetizer" food on a tray from the swinging hutch and left 

the room. 

"Neddy—" began Mr. Cuff in a stern, fatherly tone, but Mrs. Cuff put her hand on his arm 

and shushed him quietly. 
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"Boys," she said to Andy and Roddy, "The fact of the matter is, we don't know quite what to 

do about Neddy. He's eating like a horse lately. Or maybe like a bird. I mean, in the real sense. 

Isn't it a bird that can eat several times its own weight per day?" She lowered her voice and then 

ceased entirely as Neddy came back in the room. 

"Hey, Ned," called Roddy jovially when he saw his brother standing irresolutely behind his 

father. "You're packing it in, aren't you, chum?" 

"Packing it in?" queried Neddy. He looked blank. Obviously, what had been said on the 

subject hadn't yet been said to him. 

"Getting a little tubby around the middle, aren't you, buddy?" said Andy, seeing his brother 

steadily and seeing him whole for the first time, other issues having been more on his mind up 

until then. It was true that rather than filling out lengthwise and muscularly, as ravenous twelve- 

year-old boys and teens were known to do in the use of extra caloric intake, Neddy was 

becoming more rotund, chubbier cheeked, a bit roly-poly, in fact. 

Neddy looked surprised. "Me?" he said. He looked down at himself for a moment. "Well…" 

he considered. Then he brightened. "I think it's just that Mom bought these shorts too tight, and 

I'm going out for wrestling, maybe, in the fall, so I'm trying to bulk up. I'm playing baseball this 

summer too—getting more muscles, you see." His family clearly didn't see, but they let him 

leave the room again, pepperoni stick and knife in hand, before they resumed the topic. 

"He's not just bulking up, poor boy," said his mother, wringing her hands. "And those shorts 

fit at the beginning of the summer. We thought he was sad and in love with Jessica, that girl 

down the block, at first. Then that seemed to pass over, and he kept eating and eating. But it's 

the way he eats that concerns me." 
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"Well, he is eating an awful lot," mused Andy. "But what do you mean, the way he eats? Is 

he not digesting his food properly, eating without chewing it, swallowing it whole, what?" 

Mr. Cuff spoke up. "Your mother's afraid it's an eating disorder: binge eating without 

purging. If he threw up after, it'd apparently be bulimia full-blown, but with just the episodic 

excessive eating and then the contrary sort of quiet depression and skipping of meals—" 

Roddy laughed out loud. "Excuse me, Dad, but even at the worst of times, I never knew 

Neddy to skip a meal. And when was he ever quietly depressed? He's seemed normal to me 

since I got here. Of course, it hasn’t been but a short time, so maybe he hasn't had time to 'cycle' 

yet." 

"Well, sometimes after he's been raiding the cabinets and eating everything I don't make him 

leave alone, he wants to skip a meal. I've tried to keep him from doing so, though, and have tried 

to remind him tactfully that he's growing and needs to eat regular, healthy, evenly spaced meals. 

Of course, afterwards he gets kind of thoughtful and quiet, so we've been afraid to say more. 

Your remark to him just now about his weight is the most direct anyone has been with him." 

"Well," asked Andy, "how about the baseball playing? Shouldn't that help him maintain a 

healthy weight, regardless of what he eats?" 

Mr. Cuff groaned. "Oh, my God." 

"Well, sir?" prodded Andy gently, patting his father's arm where it rested on the table. 
 

"It's like watching Armageddon," Mr. Cuff responded. "He can hit okay sometimes, when he 

just isn't too slow even to make contact with the ball. But to watch him round the bases….the 

only run he ever made was when he somehow got to first without getting out, and the kid after 

him hit the ball out of the park. And he seemed to be doing a funny kind of walk-step, trot-step, 

walk-step, trot-step, to get around. We thought at first that maybe he was fetching up lame in 
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one foot, but the next time he made it to first base (which was one time in the second game of the 

double-header), he was reversed in the walk-step, trot-step mode, so it was obviously just his 

way of taking it easy. No, don't look to baseball to take the weight off him. We really don't 

know what to do. But he seemed to take it okay from you boys when you commented on his 

weight. Maybe while you're here, you can influence him somehow, let him hang around with 

you a little, or—" 

Robby, ten now and alert and lively, came rushing into the kitchen, rubbing sleep from his 

eyes. "Mom! Dad! You'll never guess what!" 

His parents looked at each other warily. "What's up, sport?" his father responded. 
 

"I was just in the living room, and Neddy is eating all this food, just like a pig, the way he 

does all the time when you guys—" 

Mr. Cuff did become ruffled and excited now, obviously angry with his son. "What have we 

told you about carrying tales, Robby? Especially on your brother!" 

"But it's just like old Mrs. McCardle! He's eating the way Miss Smith and Mr. Fortnum and 

Mrs. Anderson were talking about the other day when Mrs. McCardle left the Hometowner's 

Restaurant, with food stains all over her front. They said—" 

"Robby!" his mother was also likewise distressed. "They're our neighbors!" 

"But Mr. Fortnum said that especially at her age—" 

"No more, that's it!" It was one of the rare times the children had ever heard Mr. Cuff's voice 

even slightly unmodulated and raised. Robby hung his head and was leaving the room just as 

Daisy was coming in, yawning and stretching. 

Robby looked even a bit slyly over his shoulder at his parents, then whispered, "Hey Carrot, 

c'mere for a second!" 
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"NO gossiping, Robby, especially not with your sister! I mean it!" said the irritated Mr. 
 
Cuff. 

 
But at this warning, the irrepressible Robby stuck his head back in the door like a curious 

paparazzi and queried, "Why especially not Carrot?" 

"Because she's younger than you and we don't want her to pick up any bad habits," Mrs. Cuff 

was firm and tremulous at the same time. 

"Hey, it's not my fault what other people say and do," responded a miffed Robby, hooking his 

arm in his sister's and drawing her from the room in a way that offered no real reassurance of an 

intention to respect his parents' prohibitions. 

"Oh, dear," said Mrs. Cuff, pulling the cinch on her robe a little tighter. "What are we 

supposed to do?" 

"Is there any sense in hoping that Neddy will—that actually Neddy and Robby—will grow 

out of these things?" And Roddy seemed to be trying to encourage his parents with this notion; 

perhaps he was also hoping for himself that he would grow out of his non-Cuff-like destructive 

pattern as well, though he knew full well how long it had gone on. 

"We had sort of hoped, boys," answered Mr. Cuff, after glancing at his wife's face for 

confirmation of what he was about to say, "that since the two of you are home this summer, you 

might help us out the with others. As you can see, we've got a few problems on our hands. We 

wouldn't have them grow up to disgrace the name of Cuff, now, would we?" 

Andy hung his head. He hated to disappoint them and knew of a reason now that they didn't 

know as to why he might feel qualms about leaving Roddy alone to help, but he really wanted to 

be back in Chansonville with Louise and even with Drake. And he intended to represent this as a 

necessity to attend some summer classes if he had to, which he probably did, since there was no 
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reason why a summer job would have to be taken there in preference to here at home. He 

decided that he had to speak up right away to put his reservation on record, as it were, so he lied 

diligently to his parents as he had thought he might have to, heard their sighs of despair as he 

made his previously mentioned desire to go back definite, and avoided Roddy's knowingly 

smirking face. 

At just that moment, Danny, at fifteen a strapping, tall, and lithe youth with the muscular 

development Neddy was trying to lay claim to achieving, slouched into the kitchen, shoving too 

long hair from his eyes, which looked blearily at them where they sat gathered around the table. 

He opened his mouth wide, showing all his teeth, rather like a lion on the savannah, yawning 

before deciding what depredations to make that day. Suddenly, his brow creased, and he 

frowned in pain. "Man, do I have a head this morning!" 

Sotto voce, but not too low for Andy and Roddy to hear, Mr. Cuff murmured "And that was 

all that was required. There goes the other shoe, boys," he added, before turning to look at his 

third son where he stood bracing himself over the sink and wincing in the early morning light 

that poured in through the window above. Suddenly, Danny made an abrupt about-face and 

vaulted out of the room, hand to his forehead. "Think I ate something that disagreed with me," 

he called back, and they all heard the sounds of the downstairs bathroom door slamming and 

someone retching. The two oldest boys looked at their parents for an explanation of this latest 

manifestation of strange and unusual behavior. 

This time, Mr. Cuff glowered thunderously, but said nothing. Mrs. Cuff, after taking a glance 

at his beetling brow, said to her sons, "That may be the worse yet, boys. We think—" she 

hesitated for a few seconds to put her fears and suspicions into words—"We think that Danny is 
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hanging around with that Meany crowd. You know, the boys who go to that place of Mr. 

Meany's which has been cited for underage drinking and illegal gambling." 

Andy was incredulous. "Wait a minute! You're telling me that the natty dandy Danny is 

involved in that sort of stuff? Whatever happened to his need for perfectly pressed garments 

and—well, it's true, his hair was a little long. I noticed that at dinner last night. So, why don't 

you just tell him not to chum up with anyone who goes to 'Meany's'?" 

"I asked advice of Dr. Whitney, and he said to go cautiously with a teenager about flat-out 

forbidding something like that. He said it might drive him away permanently from a proper 

routine. He said let Danny get tired of losing his allowance and throwing up and headaches— 

and he does get bad headaches and throws up a lot—and then discuss the matter with him 

rationally. Said his own son went through the same stage, with a similar crowd, and that's how 

he handled it." But Mr. Cuff clearly would have preferred to have been more of a disciplinarian, 

as his sons could tell. 

"Well, Dad, after all, Dr. Whitney may be an intelligent, well-educated, well-bred man, but 

he's only a family physician. That doesn't make him a behavioral specialist." Unexpectedly to 

Andy, this was Roddy's remark. 

His mother gasped and his father winced but said nothing. After a moment or two, his 

mother, her voice abnormally low considering that the subjects of their conversation were all 

elsewhere in the house, asked, "Are you hinting we should talk to a psychiatrist?" 

Roddy shrugged. "It's been done before." 
 

Andy tried to catch his eye, wondering why Roddy was pursuing this line of thought, which 

he clearly wouldn't like to have applied to him. But Roddy wouldn't meet his gaze, and instead 

rubbed the cocoa cup around on the table in the ring of spilled liquid below it. Andy tried to 
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look on the bright side. "Well, and how's Carrot doing these days? She seems fairly normal; I 

mean, normal for Carrot, anyway. What's she been up to?" 

"Yes," said Mr. Cuff wearily, "if by 'normal' you mean her usual habit of disappearing 

unpredictably now and then and talking about people who don't exist." 

"People who don't exist?" 
 

Mrs. Cuff condescended to explain her husband's remark in more detail. "Apparently her 

imagination is growing up, too. Her fantasy about this mysterious neighbor, Mrs. Mistrelistra, 

crops up every so often, and once she came back with a tale of a—" she gulped. "A—" 

"Yes? Mom? A?" Roddy was really curious now. 
 

"What I suppose used to be called a 'witches' coven.' She always insists that Mrs. Mistrelistra 

exists, and recently that she met some other 'good' witches with her, all casting spells and 

drinking potions and calling on spirits and other nonsense. We've tried to monitor her reading, 

but we've never restricted what the children read when they visit the library, and so we can't be 

sure that she isn't getting this stuff from there." 

Andy thought the safest thing was to offer cautions and reason to restore the order. "Sounds a 

little complicated for an eight-year-old's reading material. Are you sure it isn't the neighbor 

herself who is coming up with these tales? I mean, we know there's someone Carrot visits when 

she sneaks away, Robby saw her and her butler, or whatever he was." 

"She seems the least of our worries now, with all these other things cropping up," pointed out 

Mr. Cuff. "We always tell her and try to talk her out of going to see this woman, but we've never 

been able to trust her little sideways promises, and that lower lip comes out, and she frowns, and 

then some time passes. Then, the next thing we know, something comes up in the family and we 

hear Carrot quoting 'Mrs. Mistrelistra' again, just like clockwork. I hate to think of some stranger 
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knowing things about our family and giving Carrot advice, however well-meant, especially a 

really strange stranger, if you see what I mean. But she's come to seem like a fixture. We've just 

had so many other things on our mind lately." And with that, Mr. Cuff shook his head and 

sighed, and asked Mrs. Cuff for his breakfast. 

Andy peered up in a gingerly fashion at Roddy under his eyebrows, not quite sure what to do 

next. He'd already offered his lie and gotten out of having to be at home for the summer, but 

now the question was, what was going to happen to the family in his absence? Perhaps his real 

duty—but then, he thought, it wasn't a matter of duty that he wanted to be with Louise; it was 

simply pure desire to be with someone who lifted him out of himself and out of the Cuff torpor 

of life. He doubted that Roddy could or would be much help to his parents in sorting out the 

various difficult situations with their maturing family members. 

Roddy, seeing Andy observing him with something of a guilty expression on his face, 

smirked back again. Andy wondered why he'd never noticed before that Roddy actually 

grimaced that way quite a lot, regularly, in fact. Every time a family member was corrected for 

something they denied doing—but then, the times they denied doing things—were those the 

things that Roddy had actually been responsible for? Andy asked himself. He began to feel that 

perhaps he didn't know Roddy as well as he always thought he had; during their lives together, 

they had been the two eldest, the sources of authority and domination when their parents were 

busy or absent. Andy had always liked feeling that as the very eldest, he was the main source of 

command, with a worthy and noble lieutenant backing him up. Now, it looked as if the second-

in-command had been a traitor to the cause of Cuffdom all along, making guerilla forays into the 

family's peace of mind and quiet existence. It was true of course that nothing very startling had 

happened to the family, so Roddy obviously hadn't taken the most extreme course he could. 
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Their main problem had always been Carrot, as far as Andy knew, with her tricky escapes and 

her wild tales of witches and magic. But now that Andy knew about Roddy, he felt a prop 

pulled from under his feet, felt the supports beneath his position as eldest son start slowly to give 

way like a ramshackle old pier which, having survived many a storm, was now under the force 

of the latest slowly buckling at the main joists and sinking into the sandy tide. 

Andy excused himself from the group and went out to stand on the back porch deck behind 

the house in the early morning sun, trying to gather his scattered thoughts. A second later, the 

brother he'd always regarded fondly came out behind him, for once disturbing him when he'd 

rather have been alone. 

"Why don't you have your friends here?" Roddy asked. 

"What?" 

"Why don't you ask your friends Drake and Louise to come here for a visit this summer? You 

can always tell Mom and Dad that the summer course you wanted to take wasn't offered after all, 

and then you can have your friends here for a while." 

"Tell another lie to get out of a lie? I thought you didn't approve." 
 

"It's not a question of my approving or not. It's a matter of you wanting to be somewhere else 

and needing to be here to keep an eye on things for Mom and Dad. I'll help, of course—as much 

as I'm able," Roddy finished mischievously, quirking a grin up at his big brother. 

"Roddy, that sounds like a threat, and if I thought for a minute that—that—" 
 

"What would you do, tell Mom and Dad? I don't think they'd believe you. In fact, I think 

they'd feel the problem was with you. But then, maybe I'm wrong. They seem to have had their 

hands full with our siblings lately, so maybe nothing would surprise them. Only so far, we're the 

two who haven't given any problems. Why don't you solve your situation the easy way and ask
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your friends here? I'll try to behave myself." And he laughed cheerily and went back in through 

the kitchen. Andy could hear him whistling in the distance as he made his way further and 

further into the house. 

Well, it was certainly an idea. Louise's summer course in economics didn't run all summer; in 

fact, it took place during the first summer term. Then, during the second summer term, from 

mid-July through August, Louise should be free. Or maybe he could make his plans with some 

modification of Roddy's strangely offered notion: he could go back himself for the first summer 

term, maybe take a course for real, and then bring Louise home with him. He thought he'd just 

let the friendship with Drake ride over the summer, seeing him when Drake was there in 

Chansonville with his folks, and not pursuing any attempt to have him come for a visit. Besides, 

he rather suspected that Roddy had some mischief planned if he brought both of his friends, like 

attempting perhaps to play on their emotions to see if what Andy had told him finally was true, 

or if Andy really was involved with them both, as the first lie had gone. Andy sighed. It'd been 

a bad plan to tell Roddy that lie; so far, all Roddy had apparently done was damage stuff, 

physical possessions. He didn't want to propel his younger brother into some sort of odd 

destruction of other people as well. 

For their part, Mr. and Mrs. Cuff had witnessed through the sliding glass patio door from the 

kitchen the boys' brief colloquy without knowing what was said. Mr. Cuff, however, had a 

troubled look on his face as he turned to his wife Abigail; there was something not quite right 

about their eldest two as well, in his view. But when he put before her the notion that the eldest 

two "had been acting a little strange," she said, "Oh, no, Jeremiah! I don't think so. Please, not 

them too! I think that we were just surprised to find them up so early in the morning and having 

a serious conversation without anyone else around. But you know how they've always helped 
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out with the others. I don't think that's strange, as you put it, just a little unexpected, so early in 

the summer. To find them up early, I mean. Don't let's worry; we've got enough to keep us busy 

with the others without worrying about them as well." 

Jeremiah Cuff felt like pointing out just how many times his wife had used the word "early" 

in her response, as evidence that the problems, whatever they were, were producing further 

irregularities, that the "strangeness" was as catching as a cold, but he forbore because he didn't 

want to be all alone on a pinnacle of normality without her. 

Outside, now alone on the back porch, Andy had absently withdrawn his wallet from his 

pocket. In the wallet was an old-fashioned photograph of Louise, a color photograph which a 

mutual friend had made with a retro-style camera. They had had to go to a Walmart's electronics 

department to find someone to develop it, and then had ended up using the self-help machine at 

the counter. A larger copy of the photo was safely ensconced in a silver frame in his bedroom, 

but he had hidden it in a drawer and so far, none of his brothers had discovered it. 

He looked at the photo in bemusement. There was the beloved face before him, but while no 

one who knew how he felt would have been able to deny that it was a beloved face, also no one 

could have called it a lovely face. Louise had a long, aquiline nose with a high bridge, frizzy 

mousy brown hair which hung to her shoulders in a soft cloud and questioning gray eyes that 

were full of awareness but that shone with no special light of beauty. Her person was long and 

lank, she was flat-chested and flat-assed, but there was something about her that motivated Andy 

to seek her company and attempt to make her love him. So far, he had succeeded in getting her 

into bed with him, where she had been the more experienced partner, so that he knew he could 

trust her to carry their love through difficult days, or so he assumed. But every now and then, he 

found himself wondering, given her plainness and homeliness, just who other than Drake 
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might've been in her life. Drake was the wild card in her life so far, as she had told him, and he 

was still a good friend, Andy could tell. But what gave him the most hope was that Louise 

seemed to be attempting to secure his, Andy's, attention for the long haul, and he felt that it 

wouldn't take much to bring out in her what was called the "nesting instinct." He knew that 

many people credited only females with having this instinct, but he also knew of himself that he 

was feeling ready to settle down with just one person as well. His parents would probably feel 

lukewarm about his marrying before he had graduated from college, but they were what he 

thought of as generous-minded, and so likely wouldn't put up much of a fuss. At any rate, he 

could ask Louise to become engaged to him and then take it from there. 

Behind him, the screen door slid open, and Daisy came out, followed by Robby. Andy 

quickly placed Louise's photo back in his wallet; no need to stir up controversy with Daisy at the 

head of the inquiry. She was curious enough about things as it was, and he wanted to pick his 

own time and place to tell his parents about Louise. With any luck, Daisy would've forgotten 

about the poem she had temporarily confiscated from him and read. 

"Where are you two off to, Carrot, Robby?" he placed an affectionate big brotherly hand on 

each of their heads and smiled indulgently when they shrugged him off. 

"Robby is going with me somewhere private," Daisy's chin was held proudly in the air, and 

Robby was rushing her along past Andy and out into the yard. 

"Don't get into any trouble, you two," he called out after them. "Nowhere out of bounds, 

remember," but they were already past the back hedge gate and he could hear their feet hitting 

the pavement of the next street beyond the hedge alley. 

That night, at dinner, he asked his parents if it would be okay if he invited a young woman he 

was interested in to stay for a week or two during the second half of the summer. 
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Roddy's face twisted again in that superior way, he saw out of the corner of his eye, but after 

exchanging an apprehensive and slightly troubled glance, his parents each gave their consent in a 

halting fashion. 

"But son, where are we going to put her?" his mother was already beginning to worry about 

the duties of hospitality, only just having agreed to have a guest. 

"Yes, there is the problem that the guest bedroom has been used as my home office for a 

while now," his father mused. "Still, I suppose that I could store my stuff somewhere for a week 

or two. It isn't often that we have a guest or get to meet one of your friends." 

"That's very generous of you, Dad, but I was wondering if we couldn't put up the extra bed for 

her out on the back sun porch. She'd have easy access to the downstairs bathroom and the 

kitchen that way, and Louise likes the out-of-doors; at least, she likes sleeping with the window 

open in warm weather." He blushed, realizing that he'd revealed something he perhaps shouldn't 

have known about her, her sleeping habits, but his parents seemed to accept his statement at face 

value, and agreed readily to his plan. Daisy was watching him closely, he saw, and this too made 

him feel uncomfortable, but for once she held her peace and instead began to annoy his mother 

for another helping of poutine, which she had already eaten two helpings of. She had no sooner 

done so than Neddy, whose binge eating had been troubling his parents so, renewed his request 

for more also, his attitude and conviction apparently that if she got more of the comfort food he 

should too. The rest of the meal passed in a blur of personalities, with each person at the table 

becoming more characteristically himself or herself as a genial though determined verbal tug-of- 

war went on between the children and their parents, which even those not directly affected joined 

in. Finally, to settle the question of more helpings, his mother uncharacteristically refused to 

give her consent, and whisked the still nearly full dish off the table and into the kitchen, 
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returning with a dessert tray of cut up fruit wedges in cups. This brought a measure of peace, 

and Andy felt himself relax and sit back comfortably. 

Later that evening, he asked for a half hour's privacy in the bedroom before the boys' bedtime, 

while everyone was either downstairs watching television or (in the case of Daisy, Robby, and 

Neddy, the three youngest) were outside playing in the yard. He took his cell phone into the 

bedroom and started to dial Louise's number. As he waited anxiously for her to answer, he could 

hear the yells of protest from Daisy and Robby at something Neddy had done, some infraction of 

their game, and he wandered over to the window, phone in hand, to see what was going on. 

Louise picked up her phone on the fifth ring, just as his phone was about to switch him to her 

voice mail. He drew in a deep breath. Here goes nothing, he thought. 

"Hello?" Louise sounded happy and interested to take his call. He drew a deep breath again, 

but this time it was a sigh of relief. 

"It's me, Louise, Andy. How are you doing there since I left?" 
 

"You great chump! How do you think I'm doing? I miss you, of course. And I knew it was 

you, or I wouldn't have answered." 

"Screening calls? That doesn't sound like you. You're sometimes quite—well, loquacious." 

"No, it's just Drake. He's making a nuisance of himself." 

He frowned, and shook his head, but then realizing that she couldn't see him, queried, "Can 

you tell me what it's about, or would you rather not?" 

"No, it's nothing, he's just playing one of his favorite roles, that of coroner. You know what I 

mean, I guess." 

"Coroner? No, I don't. I take it you don't mean it literally, though." 
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"Well, you know how gossipy and contemplative and analytical he gets, all at the same time, 

when anyone else breaks up or has a problem that he feels needs thinking through? It's just that 

now this favorite activity of his has an added interest because it's the two of us. He's not 

mourning me at all, or missing me, but he is involved in trying to figure out why we broke up, 

where we 'went wrong,' as he calls it. He's still at his aunt's and I take it he's not talking on the 

phone when she's around; he said she was a very old-fashioned kind of person. I think some of 

his analysis would shock her silly. Some of it is compelling, but mostly I just want not to have to 

hear any more of it. I know where we went wrong, or at least where I went wrong, and that's in 

this thing of sexual experimentation. It was intriguing when I was younger, you know, to have 

two men at once, but somehow since Drake and I first did that, I've—well, I like to think that I've 

grown up, not just gotten stuffy. Anyway, he's still wanting the same sorts of things from 

relationships, multiple partners sometimes, like that, and I honestly get a little turned off talking 

to him, not just about that, but I just feel like I want to break ties with him, for at least a while. 

Sorry, I didn't mean to go on for so long. But you're our mutual friend, and you know some of 

what he's like, anyway. So, what're you up to?" 

"Oh, nothing much. Drake stopped by here for a few minutes on his way to his aunt's, but it 

was only about five or ten minutes, not long. He met two of my siblings, and then went on. But 

about me—I'm thinking of coming back and taking a class for the first summer session, and then 

I wanted to invite you, since you're not in classes for the second summer session, to come home 

here with me to visit my hometown for a while. Can you come? First of all, do you want to 

come? I've been thinking about it for a while, and I think Rechton is a cozy little community 

that you might find interesting, lots of nice cafés and restaurants, some thought-provoking 

historical spots, a lovely collection of public parks, a museum. We don't have to do 
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all that, of course, I really wanted just to spend time with you, but—well, what do you think? I 

suppose I should shut up and let you consider it." 

"How splendid you are! Well, my love, I don't have to consider it for very long. I'd be 

delighted to come. I wasn't really into going to my parents' house for that part of the summer, 

and I'd love to see you and meet your family. You've talked about them so much I feel I know 

them all already. I particularly want to meet Roddy and Daisy. And your parents, of course." 

"Well, yes—about that. Daisy is still a bit of a handful, and Roddy and the others—well, let's 

just say that Roddy has told me some confidential things about himself which make me feel that 

he needs me around at least part of the summer, and the other kids are all proving to be 

troublesome to my parents, each startlingly breaking forth into their own strange colors and 

shapes, if you want to put it that way. My parents appear to think that it's because now I, as the 

eldest, have been away for two years, and this last year Roddy, the second eldest, has been away 

too, and so there's been a shortage of discipline, or something. That's their take on it, anyway. I 

guess I myself would just say that the world is a difficult place to be a Cuff in, these days. We 

all used to seem to like the same things, do the same things, be alike, you know. I mean, except 

for Daisy, of course. She was the different one from the beginning. But you know about all that. 

I would say I've shared my theory of that enough." 

"Yes, your ‘theory of Cuffdom,’ as I believe you called it. But whatever will they think of 

me? I suppose you'd have to theorize about me too, to figure out what I am, to predict just how 

I'll get along with your family. Oh, ick! Let's not analyze too much—it reminds me of Drake 

and how he likes to dissect nearly every human interaction! I'll come prepared to have fun, and 

it won't at least be my fault or your fault if things don't go right. But you said you were 



72  

going to take a course over the summer. Which one? I'll be so glad to see you again! It'll be 

nice now, just the two of us." 

“Well, it’s the creative writing thing, with Drake, but it’ll just be the first summer session.”  

Andy felt he needed no further encouragement, at least not immediately, to consider Louise 

"his," though he couldn't have actually said his what, since although they had been sex partners, 

he couldn't in all seriousness believe it would be possible to continue that part of their 

relationship around his shy parents and family, in the family household. But he had faith now in 

Louise, that she would be a considerate house guest, patient with what he more and more saw 

now as his family's odd ways of shutting themselves off from the external world. Really, it had 

been their parents' doing, always to seclude the family and wrap the children in cotton wool, and 

the children in turn had imitated this and returned the favor, and what seemed to be distressing 

his parents now was that each child, in his or her own way, was breaking away from the mould 

and acting the way some other people outside the family acted. It was as if Daisy had led a 

revolution without even intending to, and as if all the others were reaching a protracted and 

querulous adolescence all at once, even Robby and Neddy, who were only ten and twelve, 

respectively. He was trying to figure out what endearments he should offer Louise as the call 

ended, something to communicate the renewed warmth he felt towards her, when his mother 

tapped on the door. 

"Andy?" She waited a moment before continuing. "I'm sorry to bother you, dear, but it's the 

boys' bedtime. They're still having their baths right now and getting ready, but I need to come in 

and turn down their beds, and make sure the room is properly ventilated. Don't be much longer, 

dear." His mother was the only one he knew who would faithfully carry on a whole conversation 

while standing fully outside a closed door, if the person inside had requested privacy. She didn't 
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even open the door a crack or stick her head in for a moment to make her point, and he called 

back, 

"Okay, Mom, be right there." He lowered his voice again, even though he heard his mother's 

unsuspecting footsteps trailing away back in the distance and down the stairs. "I've got to go 

now, Louise, my—my darling." He pause a minute to see how that went over, but Louise only 

smiled (he could hear her smiling down the line at him), and answered, 

"Of course. I'm really looking forward to seeing you here again, and we can finalize plans for 

my visit once you're here. Love you, Andy." 

"Me too. You, that is." He immediately felt impatient with his own inarticulateness, but just 

said, "See you soon. Bye." 

"Bye." And that was that, for the time being. 
 

5 
 

Once again, Daisy was slumbering fitfully in the early hours of the morning, tossing, 

murmuring, and frowning into her pillow, as Robby fought sleep and tried to wake up. She said 

things he didn't understand, in a language all her own (as every sleeper does at some time or 

other, when someone is listening curiously and trying to decipher what is being confided). In her 

own mind, she was once again with Mrs. Mistrelistra, this time deep in a forest, in a tawny- 

floored clearing, where soft grass stalks waved nearly waist-high and the tall trees leaned in all 

around them and lifted heavy branches in a gentle wind. Mrs. Mistrelistra, whom she had heard 

Gershom Adams call "Elaine," waved her arms in time with the trees, then against their rhythm, 

then with it again, as she spoke mysterious words in an incantatory fashion. Suddenly the 

clearing was filled with small chattering animals, who circled around Daisy and her protector 

and seemed to be trying to communicate something themselves. But at this point, the dream 
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changed, because it was starting to become like a cartoon of some animals Daisy had seen, and 

as the real-appearing animals became cartoon caricatures of themselves, Mrs. Mistrelistra 

vanished in a gray fog, and warm sunbeams flooded the clearing. When Daisy awoke, the sun 

was shining through the curtains and onto her face, and Robby was staring at her from his bed, 

grumpy and rubbing the sleep from his own eyes with his "pointer" fingers instead of his fists. 

Daisy sighed. "I dreamed about her again," she said to Robby. 
 

"I thought she was gone away, or something," he grumbled. "That's what Gershom said. But 

why was she gone away the time you took me, and not the times when you go by yourself? 

Doesn't she like me?" 
 

"I don't know, Robby. I used to think she didn't like boys like you and the others, but she 

likes Gershom, and he's a boy. A man. I mean, she doesn't have a maid, does she? I think she 

must be rich; Mom and Daddy wanted to know if she works, and I don't think she does, but she 

always has food and she has a house, and Gershom works for her. She must be at least a little bit 

rich." 

"Well, I want to see her myself. The only times I've been to her house so far, I just saw 

Gershom up close. I want to see if she's really real. I mean, I believe you and all, but maybe 

you're imagining part of it, about her being a witch, and that stuff. Everybody knows that people 

can't really cast spells and do magic, or if they do, it's just a trick. But maybe she could show us 

how she does it, and then we could do it, too. Wouldn't that be fun? We would really amaze 

everybody if we did." Robby sat up in bed and folded his feet in and sat on them, watching the 

changing expressions of his sister's face to see if she was going to continue her gradual giving 

way and let him go along with her to Mrs. Mistrelistra's. He knew he had to be careful not to 

annoy her with total disbelief, or jar upon her feelings with too repeated demands, but all the 
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same, he had an independent boy's pride to maintain, and as her elder could only bow to her 

whims so far, and no farther. He noticed now that she was frowning, but wisely waited and left 

her to speak. 

She sighed. "I've got an idea, but you probably won't like it." 

"Tell me the idea first, and then I'll tell you." 

Slowly, she got out of bed and went to the dress-up box and took out an old brown wig that 

their mother had passed along for them to play with. "You can put this on the next time you go 

with me, and then if she really only likes girls, she'll think that you're a girl, and teach you some 

spells too." 

Robby wrinkled up his nose. "Oh, gross, no! Not that old thing! Besides, it doesn't look like 

real hair anymore, anyway." 

"We'll comb it and brush it out, and then it will." 
 

"But Gershom has already seen me without it. Won't he know I'm just wearing a wig?" 

"Gershom is old and maybe can't see as well. You remember how Grandma and Grandpa 

Cuff couldn't see very well sometimes? He's about as old as them, I guess." 
 

"Okay, but only if I can just carry it with me until we get close to there. I don't want to wear 

it on the streets all the way over, because someone I know might see me." 

"We'll do it today, okay? I was going to go over to see her anyway sometime soon." 

"I don't have to wear girls' clothes too, do I? I don't want to." 

"No, just maybe wear something that could be either way, like your blue shirt and jeans, and 

I'll wear my red top and jeans, and then we'll look more alike. If we look a lot alike, she might 

let you see her too." 
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The two children maintained their secret while they had a hurried breakfast, and then went 

quickly back upstairs to pack a small kit bag with Robby's disguise. For once, Robby was in no 

rush to gossip with his other family members about what was going on, and he followed Daisy's 

directions to the letter, as if they had been the steps to a magic spell themselves. So far, none of 

them had injured his dignity overmuch. The two of them dashed away past the hedge gate again 

before anyone could stop them, and their feet bore them swiftly to the large white house with red 

shutters and trim. 

Inside, a shadow moved. There was a strange laugh. Two people stood close together in 

front of a window, but no one from outside could see them because of a patch of ivy which hung 

down before the glass pane. 

Another laugh, a burst of indistinct language, then a woman's voice said "Gershom, will you 

look at that! What on earth is that on the boy's head?" 

"He's passing himself off as a girl, I reckon. What on earth could've possessed him, I don't 

know. He's only been here a few times with her, and when he comes, you're usually not here, or 

are busy upstairs. I figure it's plain, though, she wants you to know her little friend. Why don't 

you go on out, and I'll bring some cookies and milk to the shed." 

"Yes, probably better not have two children roaming around downstairs, with their curiosity 

rife, where there are so many breakables. Daisy is a well-mannered if nosy child, but the little 

boy has the bearing of a conquistador. Just look at how he walks! Oh, Gershom, forgive me if I 

sound like a sexist, but after the experience of taking care of all my own littler brothers when we 

were growing up, I feel I can make the definitive statement that girls are easier to take care of 

than boys." 
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"Yeah, now, I'll just bet you were a handful when both of your folks were alive for you to 

torment. Don't tell me about boys and girls. Remember, I had three older sisters who made my 

life a misery to me, always telling me what to do and what not to do, and when they were 

younger making me up like a doll, just like that little 'conquistador' out there, whatever you mean 

by that. He probably just has a proper boy's feelings for himself, that's all." 

"Oh dear, look, Gershom, they're not stopping at the shed to look at the toys and dolls, they're 

coming up to the porch. Why don't you stall them for me for a few minutes? Even though I like 

children, I just hope we don't end up with the whole neighborhood in our front yard. It would be 

inconvenient for Effie and the others if our group meetings were to be disrupted by the 

inquisitiveness of children. We've had one or two meetings already when I've had to send Daisy 

home earlier than she wanted to go so that we could go on with things. I'm afraid her view of 

witches and channelers is affected by the popular conception. I've made her more aware of the 

healing side of things, and the spiritual realm of the natural world, but she now and then persists 

in asking me to hex an annoying person or—" A small but determined tapping came at the door, 

then there was a loud peal on the doorbell. 

Gershom shuffled his feet out of his slippers and into a pair of loafers that stood on the 

kitchen mat, then made his way to the front door, fussing to himself. Just as he reached it, 

another deafening and prolonged ring came on the bell, and he yanked it open unceremoniously 

and said, "All right, all right! What's gotten into you children, that you can't wait for older folk 

to get places and do things in their own good time?" 

Craning his neck around Gershom, Robby tried to get a look at the inside of the house, but 

Daisy said, "No, Robby, we have to wait to be invited in." 
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"That's right, you do, and today it's not convenient. You two go on out to the dollhouse shed, 

and I'll be bringing you some milk and cookies." 

"I want to meet Mrs. Mistre—Mrs. Mistrelistra, What's-her-name," Robby said stoutly. 

"That's all right now," growled Gershom, "It all depends on whether or not she wants to meet 

you. You go on out and I'll see if she's busy or not. And take that silly mop off your head, you 

don't look any prettier in it than I would." 

After giving the old man a level stare for a few seconds (and looking so amazingly alike as 

they did so that Gershom at once perceived the otherwise unlike children must be related, as 

Daisy had said), the two gave a sigh (Robby) and a nod (Daisy) and turned and dashed back to 

the shed, finding when they reached it, however, that the door was locked with a padlock. 

"That's not been here before," Daisy's brow was wrinkled in thought. "I wonder why Mrs. 
 
Mistrelistra locked her dolls away." 

 
"I'll be there in a minute." They could hear Gershom mumbling to himself as he went back 

inside, leaving the front door slightly ajar behind him. 

"We could sneak in there now and look around," Robby whispered, "He left the door open." 

"Robby! I'm shocked at you! That wouldn't be mannerly," Daisy scolded in her mother's 

words, though the tone was rather more excessive than her mother's soft notes ever assumed. 

"We have to wait for Gershom. He's not as young as we are." And she sat down on the warm 

grass and turned her face up to the sun, pretending to a patience she didn't really have. She was 

wondering about the padlock, and why the dolls she'd played with so freely were now forbidden 

without an adult to unlock the door. 

Robby, bored, amused himself by turning cartwheels, making strange boy-noises of a hunter 

and his prey, and finally dropped down beside his sister, still looking back at the house with a 
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longing to invade it that he was having trouble mastering. In a few minutes, Gershom limped 

out, favoring one foot (a difficulty they hadn't noticed before), and holding a tray with two 

glasses of milk and a plate with several cookies on it. 

"What kind of cookie is it today, Gersh?" asked Daisy, rushing up to him and unintentionally 

impeding his progress toward the white and red shed. He had his keys on his hip, and frowned at 

her querulously, saying, 

"Here now, cut that out! I don't have the energy or the speed to keep dodging young folk who 

get in my way. It's oatmeal raisin, and in any case, beggars can't be choosers." 

"We're not beggars, we're guests!" said an irritated Robby. "And why is the little toy house 

locked, and where is the witch?" 

"The 'little house,' as you call it, is locked because two nights ago someone was rummaging 

around out here in the night probably looking for something to steal. Them dolls aren't worth a 

lot, but they are very old, ones the missus played with when she was a girl, and she didn't want 

any of them to go missing. I reckon she forgot the door was padlocked at all. She doesn't think a 

lot about things like that." He softened a little in his manner toward them and gave Daisy the 

tray to hold. Taking his keys from his hip, he searched among them until he'd located the right 

one, then unlocked the padlock and put it in his pocket. "Okay, now, put that down there on the 

little table, and sit here quietly and eat. I'll go see if the missus is able to come out now or if 

she's too busy." 

Robby remembered his manners at the same time as Gershom was turning away, and said, 

"Thanks, Mr. Adams." 

After a moment, Daisy, her whole mouth ringed with milk froth and cookie crumbs, 

mumbled, "Thanks, Gershom. We really like your milk and cookies." 
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"Well, it's nice to be appreciated," the old man relented. "I make those cookies twice a week 

for the missus, she has a bit of a sweet tooth. But be careful how many more friends you bring 

with you, or there might not be enough to go 'round." They could tell that the warning was 

serious in one way, that he didn't want other children around in droves, but his eyes glinting at 

them with a deep-buried smile let them know that there would be cookies for the two of them, as 

long as they behaved themselves. 

He went on inside and left them to their own devices, and when they were finished with their 

snack, Daisy began to show Robby the dolls. Though he thought their costumes were quaint and 

vivid, he didn't want to seem as if he had an interest in dolls, so he roamed around inside the 

shed looking at the other toys gathered there. There was a fire engine with a real bell that rang 

when he flipped a switch and made a siren noise when he pushed it along the floor. A whole 

collection of different sized balls were there, not only ones for basketball and soccer, but smaller 

balls, for jacks and bouncing games, too. There were three bags of marbles of all different 

makes and kinds, and Robby occupied himself for a few minutes with sorting them into ones 

which were the same color or had the same design. Finally, though, he sighed and said to Daisy, 

"I wonder if she's ever coming out." 

"She'll be here in a minute," answered Daisy, confident in her friend's habits and mannerisms. 
 
Sure enough, within another five minutes they heard a woman's voice saying something to 

Gershom at the front door, laughing, and when they peeked out the door of the little shed, they 

saw Mrs. Mistrelistra, resplendent in a long golden dress with red and blue stars and comets on it 

coming across the yard towards them. She had dark auburn hair not far off the shade of Daisy's, 

and the bluest of blue eyes, which Robby could see were smiling in his direction even as she 

drew up close to them. Her face was on the plump side though she was slender everywhere else, 
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and her long slender hands gathered up her trailing skirt as she crouched down by them on a little 

wooden chair just at the entrance to the shed. 

"Hello, Daisy!" she said cheerily, and Robby heard that her voice was what he would later 

learn to call a smooth alto. "Who's your friend?" 

"Well, he's not really my friend. I mean, he is in a way, but he's my brother." 
 

"Your brother! And what's your name, Daisy's brother?" Mrs. Mistrelistra's voice and 

bearing were both friendly and calm, beaming and gracious. 

"Robby. Robert," said Robby stoutly, supplying his "adult" name last though he never 

allowed anyone at home to call him by it. 

"Well, Robby—Robert—which do you prefer?" 
 

"You can call me Robert," he flushed as he looked down, then back up at her, wondering. 

"Oh, come on, we all call you Robby at home," protested Daisy. 

"Yeah, and we call you Carrot, so don't boss me, I'm older than you anyway," he retorted. 

"I see," laughed the tall lady, "and how old is that? Daisy, I know is eight now. How much 

older are you?" 
 

"A whole two years," Robby swelled slightly with his own importance. "I'm ten. I'll be 

eleven next birthday." Then he suddenly clammed up, realizing that he was getting to know a 

witch and bemused with the experience. 

"He wants to meet you because he doesn't believe you're a real witch," said Daisy. 
 

"Well, now, that all depends on what you think a real witch is and does, doesn't it?" Mrs. 

Mistrelista didn't seem to be making fun of them; she was studying them seriously, and after 

another second made herself more comfortable by tucking her dress farther underneath her and 
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sitting on the clean floor of the shed, which she had carefully insulated when it was built, to keep 

her little keepsakes and treasures safe. 

"That's just words," Robby scoffed, though his tone was polite. 
 

"Ah, yes, but 'just words' can be very important, and can help or hurt people. For example, 

you know what a prayer is. Do you know what an incantation is?" 

"It's some kind of old spell or something, isn't it?" queried Robby, with a front of 

indifference, though he was clearly interested. 

"Yes, it is a spell. But it all depends on belief, you know. When people pray and when they 

perform an incantation, they have to believe in what they're saying." 

"Doesn't mean it'll work," persisted Robby. "I prayed for our dog Sam not to die three years 

ago, and he died anyway." 

Mrs. Mistrelistra smiled at him, then her face grew serious again. "A prayer is a wish, just 

like a spell, you see. I know your folks have probably told you this old nostrum—a nostrum's a 

saying people have used for a long time: 'God answers all prayers, and sometimes the answer is 

"No."' Do you see what I mean? Not every spell works all the time, not every wish or prayer 

can be granted. But we all try to do our part, and we all have things we hope will happen, and 

sometimes things come about as we think we want them to." 

Daisy was very quiet during all of this, taking it in, but Robby was afraid she was going to 

start playing her role of star of the family drama before he could complete his investigation of 

her friend, so he quickly put his thoughts into words again. "So, you believe in God?" 

"Oh, after my fashion. I'm a channeler and a healer, or a 'witch' in your words, Robbie, not a 

fool. I simply believe that somewhere and somehow there is a big Something out there that 
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brought all this about—" she gestured around at the lawn and their surroundings and the sky, 

though they couldn't currently see the sky except through the open door of the shed. 

"Do you go to church?" 
 

"I don't, but I did when I was your age. Not everyone can fit their own beliefs comfortably 

within the size and shape of a church building and its partisans and confines." 

Skipping over the words he wasn't familiar with, like "partisans" and "confines," Robby 

finally expressed the source of what looked like it was going to be his disappointment with his 

adventure in accompanying Daisy. "So, you can't change anybody into anything?" 

The lady, whose face was without lines except lines of laughter when she smiled or shared a 

joke with them, looked more and more beautiful to him by the minute; she was becoming less 

and less mysterious in one way as he tried to pin her down verbally, and more and more 

mysterious as he realized he still didn't have a concrete understanding of just what she did. 

"Oh, I wouldn't say that. I've recently changed several unhappy people into people who are 

more content with their lives, and I did it by sitting with them, and using words, and spells, and 

talking with them about what they wanted. And why they wanted it." 

"That sounds like work, not like magic," Robby said. "Sort of like a psychiatrist, or 

something." 

"Magic is one of the hardest kinds of work there is," she pointed out. "And psychiatrists don't 

have a corner on the market. I do have a certificate as a sort of natural healer, if that makes it 

more understandable for you. Do you want to see it?" 

"A healer! I didn't know witches did stuff like that. Well, not without tricks and toads, and 

calling on the Devil and, well, you know." 
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"Ah, Robby! I think you and I are going to have to agree that there are some very silly people 

in the world. Silly, and dangerous." 

"So—" he began, but at this point, Daisy took over, as he had known she would, and 

prevented him from finding out more along the lines he was pursuing. 

"I've seen her natural healer diploma, Robby. It's in her living room, up over the couch." 

"So—" he began again, but hesitated long enough that Mrs. Mistrelistra repeated her former 

question. 
 

"Would you like to see my certificate, Robby?" She looked down and smiled at him, 

realizing that he really wanted to get inside the house, as if some part of the mystery lay in there. 

While it hadn't been her intention to take them inside the house this time, she was a whimsical 

being likely to change her mind in a flash, as much as she was a steady force in many people's 

lives. It all depended on what she thought needed doing, and her verdict now was that Robert, as 

he had styled himself, needed to be exposed to something more modern than the notion of a 

green-faced witch in a tall, black, pointed hat, wand at the ready. "I'll let you in my house, at 

least in the front room where my certificate is hung, if you think you can agree to move softly 

around and not disturb the dust." She was smiling at him, and he wondered at this strange 

condition. 

"Is it very dusty?" he finally asked, imagining skulls and extracted organs suspended in liquid 

in glass jars, and old bones heaped up in corners. 

"Just enough that I know if something has been moved or altered," Mrs. Mistrelistra said. She 

rose quickly and quietly to her feet, shaking out her skirt and looking down at them. Daisy was 

already on her feet. "Is it a deal?" 
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"Sure!" Robby jumped up and prepared to go with the two of them, looking for something to 

do with his discarded disguise wig. He wasn't clear on whether or not she was teasing about the 

dust, but finally he wadded up the wig and stuck it in his pants pocket, from whence it half-hung 

out like some sort of fantastic trim. 

"Daisy, I know I don't have to tell you to treat my things with respect," she continued as they 

walked up the sloping lawn towards the house. "You have been here many times before, and you 

know what mustn't be meddled with." 

"I'm good, aren't I?" Daisy's attitude was a preening one. 
 

"Oh, a little mischievous, but good enough to go on with," laughed the strange woman. 
 

Robby looked from one of them to the other, feeling a little out of his depth in a place where 

his wayward sister was acknowledged to be "good," but then as they reached the porch steps he 

forgot about this peculiar world view and began to feel excitement and anticipation. At the very 

least, he thought, she would be sure to have a black cat, or a lizard, or a familiar of some sort. 

The screen door was an old-fashioned one, with arabesques and curlicues of wood covering 

parts of the screen, where the screen fitted into a slot made just for it. When they stepped inside, 

Robby gasped at what he could see even in the dim light of the hall, as Mrs. Mistrelistra, her 

hand pointing towards a room to the left, ushered them inside. Robby forgot all about familiars 

and bones and jars of organs when he saw the bright, colorful, and startlingly light room in front 

of him. 

A fireplace in the center of the far-left wall was made all of rounded stones of different sizes 

and shades, from greenish to brown to yellowish to red to a queer color of gray-blue. As Robby 

stepped a little further in, his eyes wide with amazement, he nearly tripped over an Oriental rug 

so thick and fantastic in pattern that his next fixed view was of it: in the center, a huge oak tree 
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blossomed on all four sides, joined in the middle by its leaves at the top of each trunk. A bright 

green and red snake coiled around each trunk, and along the trim of the rug. A veritable flower 

garden of different actually recognizable blossoms, even ones he'd seen in his mother's garden, 

danced and bent in response to some imaginary breeze of the mysterious carpet maker who had 

bestowed his or her imagination on the work. The fringe was a deep golden color like the hues 

of an August sunset, and Robby was so taken with what was beneath his feet that he didn't hear 

Daisy shouting at him, "Robby, you've got to take off your shoes! Take off your shoes!" 

"It's okay, Daisy, it's not raining or muddy outside today," said the woman in whose main 

room they found themselves, Daisy already having removed her shoes and plopped down in a 

little rocking chair just her size. Robby shrugged off his shoes and put them on the mat just 

inside the room beside Daisy's, which brought him face to face with a painting of a funny little 

old man in a caravan, on the side of which the letters read "Mistrelistra's Travelling Medicine 

Show." Then, he noticed that the wooden caravan in the painting was like a wooden flat that 

he'd stuck his head through to have his picture taken at the beach, and the little old man, as 

strange as it seemed, was Mrs. Mistrelistra with a funny white wig on and a false nose. The 

name "Mistrelistra's" was also spelled out in colorful letters that were a different size and shape 

from the rest of the announcement, as if they had been added later. 

"You had your picture made at the beach?" he asked. There seemed to be plenty of odd 

things about this woman that he hadn't reckoned on. 

"No, a friend of mine owns that medicine show flat, that background painting, and my other 

friends and I had our pictures made as part of it as a joke." 

Next, as Daisy deserted the little rocker and she and Mrs. Mistrelistra sat on the couch quietly 

talking and seeming content to let him roam around the room taking it all in, he came to the 
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bookshelf in the corner to the left of the fireplace and cattycorner from the large window high up 

which overlooked the porch. His heart performed the action most often known as "skipping a 

beat" when he saw some of the book titles. They were all old books, and looked as though they 

should be dusty, though they were in good repair mostly, and were clean and in alphabetical 

order. What got his attention most, however, was that they all proclaimed their subject matter to 

be witchcraft or wizardry, being a medium or being a douser. There were books of spells and 

incantations and one which proclaimed itself to be a history of witchcraft and was very thick and 

had gold tracery around the letters. Just as he was about to pull one of the more tantalizing 

books from the shelf, though, Mrs. Mistrelistra chuckled and said, 

"That book'll tell you absolutely nothing about me or what I do, Robert. Those books are all 

from an old collection in a library that was going down, and I bought them just for the collector's 

interest. They're full of misunderstandings, wrong facts, and just plain foolishness. But go 

ahead and look at them if you like: they're good for a laugh, or perhaps a shiver, if you like to be 

scared by silly ideas." 

"Aren't you afraid people will see them and think you use them to cast spells?" Robby was 

beginning to admire the witch's nerve and courage, which he knew he wouldn't have had in her 

place. But he turned toward the other end of the room and the large, long window to the right of 

the fireplace that let light spill all across the walls and their colorful paintings, which looked like 

serious art works to his ten-year-old mind, at least. Some of them resembled paintings he'd seen 

in art books at school, portraits of people in funny hats and odd clothes; others were still lifes and 

nature scenes. What they all had in common, however, was that they were fiery and full of a 

flame of all colors, not dull and dark like the classical paintings he'd seen before. 
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"I'm not afraid of any of the people I let into my home, Robert. I only let people into my 

home whom I trust to treat me and my ideas well, d'you see?" And he felt at this point that he 

had to turn to her and face her, because this sounded like a message meant just for him, so that he 

would understand something special about his day here. 

"I wouldn't tell anybody any lies about you," he said. Daisy looked at him doubtfully, well 

aware suddenly that she had brought her brother who had been known to do what her parents 

called "gossiping," something she was dimly aware was wrong. 

"But Mrs. Mistrelistra, sometimes Robby gossips," Daisy said. She loved her brother, but she 

also was entranced by her older friend, and didn't mind mixing her loyalties a little to achieve a 

goal, for instance of being allowed to bring Robby along more often. Though Roddy was her 

favorite big brother, Robby was more often her playmate, and she was glad to be able to show 

him that "her" witch was real, though she didn't want him to tell her parents what he knew. "Are 

gossips the same as lies?" she asked, wanting to be sure. 

Mrs. Mistrelistra became serious, as both children watched her face lose its perpetual smile 

and acquire a look they'd seen on other adult faces, for instance on those of their parents when 

they'd been saying something they considered especially vital and important. "Well, some 

gossiping is lying. What usually happens is that someone, either with good or bad intentions, or 

perhaps simply the intention to make himself or herself important to others, exaggerates what 

may start out as a truth, but becomes a lie by the time everyone else has finished adding their 

parts and what they think they know about the subject to it. It's always best to say as little as 

possible about a doubtful subject until you know the people you're talking to very well. 

Sometimes, even someone you know well will be badly affected by something you say quite 

innocently. Do you understand what I'm saying?" 
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Robby bridled a bit at his sister's attitude. "Well, I understand, but I don't see why I'm called 

a gossip when I just tell people stuff that other people have already said to me and I don't know 

how many other people. What's different between my saying it and their saying it?" 

"'Every soul and every wight can make a reputation bright, or every wight and every soul can 

cause much sorrow, care, and dole.' That's an old poem my nanny used to tell me when I was 

about your age. Each person is responsible for what he or she says about someone or something. 

It's always best to think twice before repeating something you've overheard, because you never 

know whom you might hurt." 

Distracted by the poem's wording more than by its sense, Daisy asked, "What's a 'wight'?" 

"A person. A soul. One being. Do you see my point, Robert?" 

He did but felt so uncomfortable because this witch-person had suddenly assumed a role 

which reminded him of his own parents, that he murmured, a trifle rebelliously, "Well, Daisy 

used to come home and talk about you all the time, and Mom and Dad were really worried that 

you were some sort of bad person." 

Mrs. Mistrelistra smiled at him knowingly and unexpectedly said, "Well, Daisy was younger 

then, and parents have to look out after their young ones. I can understand why they might have 

been worried by some of the things Daisy and I have had to talk about in order to straighten out 

her misconceptions about how I make my living. Do you remember how we used to talk, Daisy, 

about the way I try to help living beings?" 

Daisy said, "Yes. Misconneptions, Robby, are wrong thoughts you have when you don't 

understand people right." 

"Misconceptions, she said," Robby corrected, though he was secretly glad of the definition, 

because he hadn't been sure of it himself. 
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"Why didn't your parents ever come over to see me, or send one of your older brothers with 

you, Daisy?" Mrs. Mistrelistra asked gently, looking clearly and perceptively at Daisy, who was 

busy toying with a large red cushion from the couch. 

"I don't know," it was Daisy's turn to mumble. 
 

"'Cuz she always sneaked away and came when no one knew where she was," tattled Robby, 

then frowned self-consciously as he realized that what he'd just done could be called gossiping. 

When Mrs. Mistrelistra met his eyes, he said "But that isn't a lie, it's the truth!" 

"Yes, I'm beginning to see that it is. Well, maybe I should pay a call on your parents 

sometime, just to reassure them that I'm someone they don't mind their children visiting. Until 

then, I think you should try to tell them you're coming here before you come, and where I live, so 

that they know where you are, don't you?" 

Robby looked with horror at Daisy, as he saw his little sister was crying silently, the tears 

running down her cheeks one after the other. No one at home was ever allowed to make Carrot 

cry, and here he'd done it all by himself. 

Mrs. Mistrelistra hugged Daisy just as quietly and made space on her other side for Robby 

and held out an arm to him. But Daisy said, still weeping, 

"But I want someplace my own and private! I don't want everybody to know where I am all 

the time! Robby, I shouldn't have let you come with me today! I never will again!" 

"Now, Daisy," said the woman, seeming not to notice that Robby had turned away and gone 

toward the previously unexamined right end of the room, where he saw a table with an odd 

number of chairs, five to be exact, a table painted a cheery custard yellow with chairs in the same 

color scheme, though they had bright blue designs painted on the backs. In the center of the 

table was a vase containing some of the blowsy peonies Robby recognized from the front yard 
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below the porch, and there were also ornamental leaves and a fern or two in the bouquet. He 

kept his back turned until he heard Daisy's sniffing subside. Then, he did something he never did 

at home when in the wrong: he apologized outright. 

"I'm sorry, Carrot—Daisy. Really, I am. I won't tell Mom and Dad where you go if you'll 

just bring me again." 

Mrs. Mistrelistra said, "No, I'm afraid that won't do. Your parents have a right and an 

obligation to know where you are. It didn't occur to me before that you might not tell them 

where you were, and that's my fault." 

"I did tell them, when I was little, but then everybody kept bothering me, so I quit telling 

them most of the time," protested Daisy, trying hard to be as politic as possible and still hold 

onto her visiting privileges. "They didn't believe that I knew a real witch, anyway. They thought 

I was making it up." Then, she got the brilliant notion of putting her parents partly in the wrong. 

"They suspected me of being a liar," she proclaimed dramatically. 

Robby smirked at her manner, Mrs. Mistrelistra's lips quirked in a curious way, and finally 

they all three burst into laughter at Daisy's assumption of a grand attitude. 

"But no, really, they did," insisted the giggling Daisy, from whom Mrs. Mistrelistra was now 

playfully trying to take the red cushion away. 

"I tell you what, Robert, let's get that healer's certificate down from the wall now and look at 

it, and you can confirm for your parents that you've met Daisy's witch, and that she's not got a 

tall black hat and green skin and a wart on her nose, and so on and so forth, but that she's a kind 

of professional person of the vague medical sort. Do you think you can handle that kind of 

gossip? The helpful kind, I mean?" She stood up suddenly and reached back behind Daisy's 

head to a place on the wall where there were a number of photographs hung of groups of people, 
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all of which groups included Mrs. Mistrelistra. In the midst of them, there was a piece of paper 

mounted on red velvet and framed in a dark wood frame. "Handle it carefully, and give it back 

to me when you're done," she said. "And you could ask them if they'd like to meet me so that the 

two of you can keep visiting sometimes. For my part, there are times when I could use a little 

warning that I'm about to have company. Not because I'm about to turn anyone into a toadstool 

and don't want to be interrupted, Robert," she teased, "but because I have other friends and 

clients coming over sometimes too, and I need to have adequate time for each and every person I 

see. So, I'm going to give you my phone number as well; it's not in the book, I'm just supplying 

it for your family. Then, you can call me before you come, and I'll be able to tell you when I 

have lots of time to entertain you, and so on. Otherwise, you can call Gershom and come and 

play in the little shed—" 

"My little house!" interrupted Daisy. 
 

"The little house," temporized Mrs. Mistrelistra, "but remember that Gershom is older now 

and has work of his own to do, so he and you both have to be patient with each other. If I'm not 

here and he is chances are he's doing something I've asked him to do or something he thinks 

needs doing before I get back. Be kind to him, and considerate, and he'll be a good friend to you, 

too." 

"I'm Gershom's friend already," boasted Daisy, but when Mrs. Mistrelistra smiled down at her 

and made another grab at the red pillow, she was easily distracted. 

When Robby had seen his fill of the main room for at least one day, he stuck his head around 

the door into a little parlor with an old landline telephone on a little stand just inside it, but before 

he could begin a transit of this room too, their hostess insisted that it was time for them to go 

home and reassure their family about where they had been. She wanted them to call from her 
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house, but when they faithfully promised to go straight home and confess and let her know what 

happened or pass the phone to their parents so that she could speak directly, she allowed herself 

to be contented with that. Before they left, she handed them a printed card with her full name, 

professional title, and phone number on the front, and when Robby flipped it over, he saw that 

she had written "Elaine" in cursive on the back, with her number again, as if it weren't already on 

the front in big, bold letters. Feeling that Daisy might even hide the card and taking his 

responsibility as an older member of her family to heart, Robby pocketed the card himself, 

assuring Mrs. Mistrelistra that he would deliver it to his mother and father. 

By the time the children left, they could smell tantalizing odors coming from the kitchen 

somewhere in the back, where the healer told them Gershom was making soup and fly bread for 

lunch. They would've liked to have stayed longer, but she insisted that they make an appearance 

at their own house for lunch, especially as it was already twelve-thirty and she suspected that 

someone must be expecting them. Seeing no help for it, they finally wandered slowly from her 

yard, taking the padlock which she had obtained from Gershom and making sure to lock up the 

shed for her as they passed. They weren't in a mood to go home quickly, and would have 

dawdled, except that they felt hungry and knew that they would have to explain their absence 

now that adult forces on both sides of the situation were prompting them to do so. As they 

reached the sidewalk, Robby proposed a quick race back to their own yard, and Daisy dashed off 

before he could utter the "ready, set, go!" and take off first himself. 

When they got home, sure enough lunch was ready and waiting, and their mother was 

scurrying around fussing at them for being late, their father backing her up, and the others all 

disapproving quietly, particularly (it could be felt) Neddy, who was always hungry except when 

he had just eaten, and sometimes even then. 
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"Neddy, I've told you before, wait for the others, and don't bolt your food," Mr. Cuff said in 

his stern voice, after Mrs. Cuff brought sandwiches and vegetable sticks to the table. Neddy's 

hand was already reaching out for a sandwich as the plate touched the table, but Mr. Cuff had 

become more certain of himself in reproaching Neddy since his older sons came home from 

college, and at his warning, Neddy turned red and drew his eager hand back, his eyes still 

focused on the food. 

"Think of all this fuss over one meal, Carrot, and we could've had soup and fly bread at Mrs. 

Mistrelistra's," announced Robby importantly, grand in his newly gained status as a visitor at the 

healer's house, and willing to divulge all but the best parts of it to his waiting family. 

Mr. and Mrs. Cuff were suitably startled at the mention of someone whom they had long felt 

must be a partial figment of Daisy's imagination, and Mrs. Cuff asked nervously "Do you mean 

she's a real person, Robby? Well, I mean, were you with Daisy? Well, I mean, well—" 

"Yes, she's a real person after all, and she's not really a witch, she's some kind of doctor sort 

of person. She cures people's problems, is all. Here's her card, and she wrote her name and 

number on it so that we could call when we want to come over. Her first name's 'Elaine.'" 

Having taken careful note of the number before passing it across, Robby evaded Daisy's 

outstretched hand when she tried to take the card away from him, and passed it across to his 

nearest parent, Mr. Cuff. 

"Well, now at least we can get to the bottom of this mystery. Yes, well I'll be doggone! Her 

name is 'Mistrelistra'! Of all the unlikely things in Daisy's stories, I always thought that one of 

the least likely. Think of that! She was only about, what, dear, three? when she first went there, 

and she got the name right. Hard to say, to tell the truth. My dear, it says on the front of her card 

that she's a 'channeler and natural sympathetic healer,' whatever that might be, and she's a 
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'certificate recipient of the Hester P. Jones School of Healing.' Well, that's a mouthful, but at 

least now we know a little more about her." 

"Ah! But the mystery deepens!" joked Andy. "Who's Hester P. Jones, and what does 'Elaine' 

do to heal people, and—" 

"She gave us milk and cookies, and I feel a lot better about Carrot going over there now," said 

Robby in an imitation of an adult considering the matter, but somehow the mention of milk and 

cookies made all his older siblings laugh at him. 

"Oh, no, not before lunch!" his mother said. "She's obviously not a mother, or she would 

know more what children need to eat." 

"Anyway, she said you could call her if you wanted to about us going over," Robby persisted, 

clearly making himself the spokesperson for the Mistrelistra-bound contingent, ignoring Daisy's 

sulky manner and outthrust lower lip. 

"She's my friend first," Daisy muttered, snatching a sandwich out from under Neddy's newly 

reaching hand. 

"Don't grab, children," lectured Mrs. Cuff softly, her voice an attempt to soothe away discord 

by its pitch and timbre. 

"Abigail, I think that with Andy's friend coming to stay so soon, we need to go over with the 

children some of the things they need to watch out for in their behaviors. Things, I mean, that 

we've noticed recently about the way we all act that they might want to modify and change in 

front of company." Mr. Cuff's tone was self-important, as often happened when he was 

consciously assuming the role of pater familias. Though his children were too politely kept 

under to groan at this announcement, something like a hesitation in the eating and a soft sigh 

traveled around the room, a sound so soft and ubiquitous that it seemed to issue from no one 
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throat, and to be mirrored on no one face, but a little here and a little there, in a quirk of the 

mouth, a near wink between the two eldest, a slightly grumpy expression on another visage, or a 

bright flush of complexion. The young Cuffs were growing up, and as they grew were acquiring 

traits from their parents knew not where, probably not (they thought) from Mrs. Cuff's side of the 

family, though she wasn't a Cuff by birth, and yet where from? Mr. Cuff had so impressed his 

views and ways on the family (though his and his wife's families were so forceful and forthright) 

that it seemed almost a matter for throwback genetics, to see them each and every one becoming 

his or her own person, and no two exactly alike. Was it always what happened with children, 

they asked themselves in the quiet of evening when they all sat together (except for fifteen-year- 

old roaming Danny, who was often out with friends, and who—they knew—came home drunk or 

hung over in the wee hours of the night)? 

But now that Andy and Roddy were home, surely, surely things would be different: they 

would all start to pull the parental wagon together again with their progenitors. This was what 

Mr. and Mrs. Cuff assured each other of at night in bed, after saying their prayers and blessing 

the family, and turning out the light. 

6 
 

Louise and Andy were sitting on the front porch watching Daisy and Robby play on the new 

front yard rope swing under the big oak tree. The old rope swing had given out, and after much 

discussion, Louise had insisted on being the one to climb the tree in the front yard and attach the 

new rope from the top angle, while Andy and Roddy hovered nervously below to tie the knots. 

Andy in particular had been at a disadvantage when Louise's attitude had surfaced, because while 

he was a Cuff strong and true in some respects, and therefore believed in his heart of hearts that 

such tasks were for men, not for women, as a fledging contemporary man he also wanted to 
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respect what he regarded as Louise's "tomboy" streak, and what was actually her bid for freedom 

from her own more repressed childhood. He thought to himself that he hadn't even heard the 

word "tomboy" in the last fifteen years, not since he was about five and had heard his parents 

discussing a little girl in his Sunday school class who'd put gum in his hair. He could remember 

that as his mother was cutting the gum out after trying every home remedy solution from peanut 

butter to mayonnaise, his father was deprecating that the Sullivans had let their daughter become 

such a marked specimen of the "tomboy" breed, and he had always remembered that his mother 

had said nothing, thinking perhaps of her husband's sister, Aunt Etheline, who had flown her 

own airplanes and indeed flown one of them to Brazil, where she now raised cattle with a man 

"who is not her husband," he could remember hearing. It was only much later, when he was a 

thoughtful fifteen-year-old and was thinking back on it that he surmised just what this word 

"tomboy" meant (his own little sister already having at an early age shown some propensities 

which were less than regular). He didn't know why Aunt Etheline shouldn't fly airplanes if she 

wanted to, though her dashing single state was something he understood his parents deplored, but 

he soon realized, even as a young teen, that the category "tomboy" was still a current vocabulary 

item in at least his mother's verbal lexicon, whether she used it or not. 

He hadn't in fact alerted his mother that Louise was going to be the "tree man" for the swing 

operation and could remember standing below the tree at just the moment when Louise had 

thrown the rope back to the ground on the far side of the giant limb chosen for the swing. He 

had looked up facing the house from the yard to see just where the rope was dangling for him 

and for Roddy to tie the knot and attach the other end to the second hole in the board-seat, when 

he happened to notice his mother standing framed by an upstairs window, staring in fascinated 

horror at the progress of the operation, her hands clutched to either side of her head in what more 
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resembled a parody of "The Scream" than the thing itself. Then she disappeared suddenly, and 

he was concerned for Louise, for if his mother came out the front door making piercing cries of 

any sort, it could cause Louise to startle, slip, and fall, and then— 

But everything had calmed down before that had time to happen, because just as his mother 

reached the front door and opened the screen, Louise scooted down the trunk and then took a 

mighty leap and landed safely in the yard a little way from the tree, legs bent under her weight. 

She hadn't yet seen Mrs. Cuff and was busy dusting the bark and dirt off her Capri pants and 

white socks, and so Andy, with a hint of callousness that made him feel ashamed but at the same 

time defiant, turned his back to his mother where she stood on the porch and patted Louise's 

shoulder, saying "Well done, Lou." Louise pecked him on the cheek by way of response, and 

then he and she and Roddy returned to the porch where Mrs. Cuff stood, her face red and her 

hands twisting in her apron, but speechless at least. Mrs. Cuff had made a few inarticulate 

sounds which were apparently too low for Louise to hear, though Roddy had shot Andy a 

significant from under his brows, then she'd gone back inside saying nothing. Andy knew it 

must've cost her a lot in the way of self-discipline to keep from protesting, and he made himself 

a mental note to thank her for her restraint at some later date. And just now, she'd brought them 

all five out a tray of lemonade and homemade cookie wafers, and still said nothing, although she 

appeared to be a little calmer. Turning swiftly on her heel, she went back inside, head bowed 

low as if to the will of the fates, and Andy felt a surge of guilt and love sweep over him. 

Assuredly, he would have to thank his mother for her sensitive treatment of Louise's differences, 

differences which went against so much of what went into being a Cuff. 

For her own part, and deep within, where we notice things others don't think we notice, and 

have opinions that we never voice aloud, Louise was feeling a subtle scorn of Mrs. Cuff, not 
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unmixed with a certain kind of affectionate regard because Mrs. Cuff reminded her in this one 

situation at least of her own mother, who also was timid about what a woman's role was. With 

the exception of Daisy and Robby, who in the one case was exceptional and in the other case was 

too young for this sort of assessment to apply, the other Cuffs seemed to Louise to be boring, 

though she had hopes of drawing Andy closer into intimacy with herself, and intimacy, though it 

could also be boring, wasn't yet at that stage with him. It was still a thing of trial and error, 

chance and happenstance, which kept it from settling into being one thing or another with a stark 

definition. As a facet of their intimacy, Andy had confided in her as to the difficulties his parents 

thought they were having with their children, but she found it hard to take any of it seriously 

since she saw nothing of them herself. 

It would've been nice to have something stronger than lemonade, even just a beer, she 

thought, but though she and Andy had ventured into some alcoholic experiments, she supposed 

that the Cuffs were teetotalers, from their never yet having offered her a drink. She bethought 

herself of what Andy had reported to her in secret about teenaged Danny's drinking bouts; on the 

infrequent occasions when she had exchanged any dialogue with Danny, the most he'd done was 

to offer to pitch pennies with her, which seemed like an innocent enough game, and she'd agreed. 

She did see that when Mr. Cuff came home that day and found them so occupied on the front 

porch, a swift frown had crossed his brow, but he'd said nothing and she'd concluded that he was 

keeping it under his hat to deal with by some other means than direct statement. That was fine 

with her: she didn't propose to be either a flaming torch of revolution or a wet blanket of 

conservatism; she wanted simply to enjoy the summer weather in Andy's company and avoid any 

in-depth dialogues about morality with his family; she'd had enough of lectures and moralizing 

from her own. 
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Andy too, though he'd told her about his complex and involved theory of what it took to be a 

Cuff, didn't seem to mean to inflict such behaviors on her, and was satirical or at least wry 

enough in his comments that she had hope of weaning him away from a too-strict set of family 

guidelines. Today, finally, Roddy had gone out into the yard to play a game of tag with Daisy 

and Robby, and when Andy sighed a deep and discontented sigh, she looked at him for 

clarification. 

"Do you know what I miss the most, being here instead of at college?" he asked. 
 

"Well, I would've said me if I weren't here and were being egotistical, but it can't be that; 

what?" 

"Silence; simple silence," he said. "It's never quiet around here. If it isn't Daisy and Robby 

yelling and shrieking around the house or running some trains or other noise-making toys, it's 

Danny or Neddy on the phone talking too loudly, or Roddy putting pressure on me about—oh 

well, he's going through some stuff now. And Mom and Dad are always conferring with each 

other with submerged verbal signals which, now that Roddy and I are older, we can decode. It 

makes me anxious, and then I realize that I'm expected to take an interest in it and help them 

control the others, and I don't want to control them! I don't see why we can't all just develop 

naturally, without all this prodding and forming and—but then, we wouldn't be getting licked 

into shape as Citizen Cuffs—" 

"Citizen Cuffs?" Louise laughed out loud. 
 

"Yeah, you know, like a weak and diluted and dull and boring and wearing, noisy version of 

Citizen Kane." 

"Citizen Kane? Why should that comparison occur to you? Especially as it's so different." 

"Because it's another form of American story, a portrait of another sort of American entirely." 
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"Now I think you must be revolving something you're getting ready to write, and secretly 

planning how to go about it." 

He looked out at the three racing around on the lawn for a minute, then said, "You know, I 

could, couldn't I? Not that I want to satirize my folks in public. But then, I don't think they 

would even begin to recognize themselves unless I actually put real events, actual family history, 

into it. They know that I've been taking a creative writing course, and yet they've never asked to 

read anything I've written. It's as if they think I have some shameful disease that they don't 

really want to discuss in public!" 

"Now I think you're being unnecessarily dramatic. I'll bet if you got something published, 

they'd be very proud." 

"Not proud. Bewildered. They wouldn't know how to cope with the media attention. Nor for 

that matter would I, possibly. But I can't say I wouldn't like to try." 

Andy took a sip of his lemonade and bit just a little too hard into a wafer cookie, scattering 

crumbs all over himself and the chair and the porch. This made him very angry, for some 

reason; maybe it was because everything around him at home had to be handled with such kid 

gloves, as if they were handling explosives, resting on a powder keg. 

"And that's how the cookie crumbles," said Louise. 
 

"What's that?" he responded, distracted from her attempt at charm and wit by his own 

frustrated goals and repressed emotions. 

"I said—oh, never mind; it wasn't anything brilliant. Why don't we go for a walk?" 
 

"No, count me out, at least for now. I'll show you around the neighborhood tomorrow, if you 

like. I know it must've been stultifying just sitting here day after day and visiting with my 

tedious family—" 
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"But they haven't been tedious! From the things you told me about the challenges your 

parents are currently facing with your younger brothers and sister, I'm not sure that any of them 

really qualify to be called true Cuffs, except for your parents. And even they aren't as boring as 

you said they were, because they're the exception to the quirky rules of all the others' developing 

odd personality traits! Exceptions are always interesting." 

He looked out onto the lawn, where Roddy had apparently finished his indulgent game of tag 

with Robby and Daisy and was heading back for the porch. 

"Here, Roddy, why don't you take a turn around the block with Louise here? She's wanting to 

stretch her legs, and I'm in something of a foul mood to accompany any reasonable person. Just 

down to Parson's Fruit Mart, maybe, or to the yoghurt stand to get a frozen yoghurt. How does 

that sound, Louise?" 

"Are you kidding? The one thing I do find odd is the amount of food and drink that your 

family keeps trying to load into me by way of a kind hospitality that will end, however, in 

making me fat and old before my time. A walk sounds great, but maybe just for the sake of the 

stroll." Just then, Daisy and Robby came up to the porch, catching the tail-end of their elders' 

conversation. 

"We'll take Louise for a walk! We love to walk!" said Daisy, winning herself a secret 

grimace from Robby, who wasn't sure he really wanted to walk around the block with an adult 

whom he didn't know that well. For one thing, she had probably been warned not to gossip with 

him. But he kept silent. 

"The initiative seems to have been taken away from me," said Roddy smoothly. He finished, 

however, by a gentlemanly demur: "I mean, I'd be glad to come along too if you'd rather, 

Louise, but I have my doubts about whether the younger ones mean for me to come or not. I 
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think it might ruin their fun if I did. Just don't let them persuade you to take along your wallet 

for yoghurt, okay? They may have had other motives," and he grinned at the discomfited Robby, 

who truth to tell didn't want to go anyway except for the slight possibility that yoghurt was on 

the slate. 

"Let's have a compromise," returned Louise, not objecting to being inconsistent. "As long as 

we leave right now, before they ingest any more cookies and lemonade and I get accused of 

helping to ruin their dinners, I don't object to standing them a yoghurt." Robby's face brightened 

and Daisy cheered. "A small one," specified Louise. "Just let me go and get my pocketbook." 

And she went inside and headed up the stairs. 

As soon as they were well on their way, Daisy skipped ahead backwards, mischief shining 

from her face. She hissed at Robby at a moment when Louise was saying, "Oh look at that 

beautiful park!" They stood outside the Mayfield Bird Sanctuary, as the sign out front on the 

sidewalk proclaimed it. It was currently locked, for some reason. The scroll ironwork of the 

gates had clearly had a new coat of dark sepia paint, and the dull green of the pond to the left 

side just beyond beckoned, the palm of a hand folding and unfolding in its ripples, as the wind 

swayed the reeds around it like waving fingers. Louise was so entranced by the view of water 

birds and what appeared to be many different varieties of songbirds flitting back and forth into 

the trees that she missed Daisy's conversation with Robby. 

"Why don't we take her to meet Mrs. Mistrelistra? We can get yoghurt later, or any ol' time." 

"But Carrot, we didn't call ahead! And besides, Mrs. Mistrelistra may not like having adults 

come to visit her as much as she likes children." 
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"Don't be stupid, Robby. She has lots of friends who're old like Louise, I've met some. And 

she said that she helps people, so she's used to seeing grown-ups. And I think that Louise needs 

a love spell to make Andy love her more; he never kisses her, all they do is sit and talk." 

"A love spell? There's no such thing! And remember that Elaine told us she talks to people," 

he paused importantly, as if to make the point that in using the natural healer's first name, he was 

using a privilege of an older child than Daisy. "How do we know that when Louise and Andy 

talk, they aren't already falling in love? And anyway, Mom and Dad must be in love, but they 

don't kiss around on each other all the time." 

"A lot you know!" retorted Daisy obscurely. "I want to take her there, and I'm going to. So 

there!" She reached up to where Louise's hand was resting on the recently painted gate and 

jerked at her sleeve. "Louise! Louise! C'mon, I want you to meet somebody!" 

With a suppressed sigh at being taken away so abruptly from the bird sanctuary, even if it was 

impossible to enter the gate, Louise turned and looked back down at her guides. She hadn't been 

attending much since she saw a goldfinch, she thought, in the trees, but in the back of her mind 

she'd heard some dispute going on, and as she looked at Robby's face, she saw that he at least 

seemed to have some doubt about whatever course of action Daisy was proposing. 

"That depends on who and where it is," she answered reasonably. "Is it someone your parents 

approve of?" 

"They do now," said Daisy. "It's our friend Mrs. Mistrelistra, the witch! But don't worry, she 

won't do any bad things to people, not even when you ask her to." 

Louise couldn't help but be intrigued by this ingenuous remark. "A witch? Oh, really! And 

your parents approve? What is she, a performer of some kind?" 
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Trying to put a better face on it now that Daisy had committed them, Robby said, "That's just 

what Carrot says. She's actually a—what was it she said she was, Carrot? She's a natural healer, 

and something else—a channeler, whatever that is. But she sent her phone number over to our 

parents, and now we can go there." He quietly repressed the information that they had been 

requested to call ahead. 

"How far is it?" Louise temporized. She somehow didn't quite believe that the careful, 

cautious parents had agreed to a friendship between their two youngest children and the so-called 

natural healer whom Daisy referred to as a witch, but still, it had the ring of truth half-told, and 

she more or less assumed that they had been requested not to go there without an adult with 

them, so she benignly accepted her fate and waited. She asked herself idly why, when Andy had 

sketched out so much about his family to her beforehand, he had seemingly forgotten to mention 

that Daisy and Robby knew a "witch." 

"Oh, only a couple of more blocks," said Daisy, sure of having won her point. 
 

"Okay, but we can't stay long. I'm supposed to read something of Andy's this afternoon 

before dinner, and I don't want to disappoint him. Lead the way." 

Walking behind at a leisurely stroll with the two children dancing and skipping in front of her 

laughing and talking mostly with each other, Louise felt calm and serene in the warm summer 

breeze, and was actually glad she had come out with them, not glad as an adult is glad to humor 

two children, but actually glad that they were two children who had each other, and thus that she 

was free to get lost in her own thoughts. First in her mind was of course the fact that she wasn't 

going to be on her visit for much longer, and she was busy asking herself just how much more 

solid she wanted her relationship with Andy to be once they were back at college, or whether she 

wanted it to become as ephemeral as the former relationship with Drake and his cohorts was now 
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becoming in her imagination. On the whole, she didn't at all object to being the center of Andy's 

adoration away from his home, but though his family had been welcoming and polite, and had 

done everything to honor her as their guest that she could possibly want to have done, she at 

some moments felt that hoary old dragon of family jealousy clutching at him as if he were a gold 

cup in the hoard they sat on, and she an adventurer attempting to steal. She supposed that it was 

always so at first when a family was close, and she knew that her own family did the same thing, 

but it was especially annoying to find it turned against her in its subtle, undermining way. Add 

to that the fact that they had only once had an opportunity to make love (when the rest of the 

family had gone to the grocery store without them, and they were shut up in Andy's room 

ostensibly to work on a manuscript) and she was nearly ready to say, "Goodbye for now." 

A pull on her arm and a shouted "Here we are!" drew her attention to the children's arrival at 

their goal, and she looked curiously up at a white house with red shutters and gingerbread trim 

which stood a good distance back from the street on a lot which had a wide green lawn in the 

front and a little white and red shed to the left side. Daisy danced and frolicked all about like a 

puppy gamboling and romping, while Robby advanced purposefully across the lawn toward the 

front porch and looked back now and again to see if they were following. 

Louise turned to Daisy as they reached the front of the house and said, "Are you sure there's 

someone at home? The front door is shut, in this hot weather." 

"Oh, Gershom probably has it shut. He said something about having to have the screen 

repaired the last time I was here; you know, so that flies can't get in." 

"And how long has it been since you've been here?" Louise pursued, wanting to figure out 

just how well the children knew this person and hesitant now that she was here. "And who is 

Gershom?" 
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"I am," answered a baritone man's voice, and she looked into a gnarly, wrinkled, kind old face 

in which two deep-set eyes were shining with amusement. "So you're the mother, are you?" he 

asked, as bemused in his turn as she was in hers. 

"Oh, no!" She felt some alarm at the fact that these people had never even met the children's 

parents. "I'm just a family friend; a friend of one of the older boys. I mean, I'm way too young, 

my friend their big brother is only around twenty, like me. Look, I’m sorry if we've disturbed 

you, the children insisted on having me meet their friend the healer. But it may not be 

convenient—" 

"Gershom, who's there? Oh, the children!" said a smoother and more melodic voice from 

behind his shoulder. "And I see they've brought someone along with them this time. Hello, are 

you—are you—" Mrs. Mistrelistra appeared at the door in one of her characteristic long dresses 

with stars and suns on it, and pushing open the screen from behind Gershom's shoulder, she 

suddenly appeared on the porch. "But you—you are—" she looked confused for a moment and 

then laughed aloud, pulling a bewildered Louise gently by the arm and giving her a big hug. 

"You're Peggy's daughter; I haven't seen you for ages! How is your mother? And your father?" 

Louise looked at her more carefully. The years had dealt gently with Elaine Boyle, who at 

some point had become Elaine Mistrelistra, and the features were still the same: generous, full, 

and pleasant. "Aunt Elaine?" Her credulity was strained, but she was finally convinced that the 

woman in front of her was a friend of her mother's known to her during her early adolescence. 

"The last I heard of you, you were going to go take horseback riding lessons for the summer on 

some western ranch or other, and then we moved, of course. Mom was quite distressed for a 

while not to have heard from you. Where did you get off to? And when did you marry? And— 

but we've got a lot of catching up to do, don't we?" 
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At the first sign that the two women already knew each other, the children had begun to jump 

and run around the porch shouting their hurrahs, less in real astonishment than because they 

really wanted to attract attention back to themselves, in the middle of something so exciting 

happening. "First things first," Elaine said to her friend, and ducked her head a little further out 

the door toward where the children were creating their racket. "You two come in quietly and 

take a seat at the table. I think we have five people, including Gershom, and as we have five 

chairs at the table that makes it perfect for a tea party. You do still like tea, Louise?" she asked, 

as the children preceded them into the house. 

"I do, yes. I might not drink too much of it today, though." She continued under her breath to 

her friend, "The Cuffs have been feasting and sousing me with food and beverages since the 

moment I got there, and the children and I are supposed to go for frozen yoghurt on the way back 

home. All those people seem to do in the way of socializing is eat!" 

"All right, let me tell Gershom." She bustled to the back through the far end of the dining 

room, to an area where the kitchen was presumably located. There was a murmur of voices, and 

then Elaine stepped back out and sat at the head of the strange five-seated round table and waited 

for the others to join her. "I had some doing to convince Gershom to join us. He's a bit shy of 

company sometimes." 

"He doesn't seem shy of us," Robby observed. "It must be because we're younger than he is." 

"We're all younger than Gershom, to hear him tell it centuries younger!" put in Elaine. 

"No, but I mean, we're kids still, not adults," Robby said again, wondering if he'd said 

something tactless. 

Once Gershom came in with the tea and with the plain crackers which Elaine had told him to 

serve so as not to ruin the children's healthy diet (to their silent and mannerly distress), the party 
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was well underway. Tea was a currency at one point in history, and so was it now a means of 

conveying something, delicate and tenuous conversational gambits between the two women who 

had been separated, while Gershom busied himself with keeping the children's attention with 

some origami animals he made from small squares of paper. Louise gave all the news first of her 

family to bring Elaine Mistrelistra up-to-date, and then it was time for Elaine to shed some of the 

mystery of her new appearance (by briefly explaining the dramatic clothing, which Louise had 

carefully but curiously complimented her on), and even more, her new name and occupation. 

This is what Elaine told Louise, only some parts of which made it through the careful filter of 

Gershom's way with the children to them: 

"You're right, Louise, I did go West for a while when I decided to take a vacation on a sort of 

ranch for a summer. And then summer turned into fall, and since I was proficient with horses 

anyway, and they needed another hand, they hired me to stay. The owner was a single man, 

Owen Mistrelistra. He told me that his strange last name was a corruption of his own ancestors' 

unusual Italian name, which some customs official had put down on the form by mistake. But 

the name stuck, and by the time the family realized that it wasn't quite correct, they'd already 

done business in the far West in a small dry goods store for some years. So they decided to keep 

the name. Eventually, they bought a ranch, and by the time Owen was a boy, they were raising 

horses for all sorts of different venues, and a few head of cattle and some sheep. After I'd been 

there for a while, Owen began to have romantic notions about me, and though I thought I was a 

little old for the love bug to bite, when I thought about my own preferences, I decided that Owen 

was a very nice man indeed, and I was lucky to know him. So, we got married, in quite a simple 

way, without a lot of fooferall. 
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"Later on, I started to work some as an assistant to the veterinarian in the town, and became 

enough intrigued by medical issues that I thought I might like to switch my attention to people, 

but in a more spiritual way than in going to medical school, which seemed like a cut-and-dried 

approach to the human spirit of well-being. This was funnily enough partly because the 

veterinarian was spiritually inclined himself and treated his animals psychologically as well as 

physically." 

"Wow! I'd say his type must be very rare. But you married Mr. Mistrelistra, not the vet." 

Louise was aware of being a bit mischievous as she said this, so she smiled, and the woman 

known to her as "Aunt Elaine" smiled back. 

"Well, not only was the vet already married, but he was a man of about sixty-five at the time, 

and more in the position of a father to me. Anyway, I continued to work for him part-time, but I 

also attended the Hester P. Jones School, the place where I learned natural healing and 

channeling. And then Owen started having health problems, partly from some of the ranching 

chemicals he'd been using before he switched to ‘green’ products, and I found myself unable to 

help him with my skills, try as I might. Finally, he died of a rare form of cancer, which the vet, 

Dr. Pearson, told me privately he thought he'd seen in some ranch animals before, though he 

couldn't be absolutely sure. I had a crisis of confidence about my healing abilities, but they saw 

me in good stead when I gave them a chance with other forms of illness, those not caused by 

poisonous chemicals. That part would be boring to describe to you, boring for you, not for me, 

because it took me a long time to accept that there were only some sorts of things that I could do 

with my empathic abilities. And those weren't the sorts of things standard medicos necessarily 

believe in. And then I came here, with Gershom in tow from the ranch crew because he too was
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looking to relocate somewhere different, and here we are now. Now, what about you?" 

Louise indicated as best she could that her story had a few bits and pieces that were not to be 

discussed in front of children, because by now, their interest in Gershom's origami animals had 

waned, and they were listening avidly to what they understood of the adults' conversation. "I can 

tell you, though, that I came here from my second year of university to visit Andy, the children's 

oldest brother, and to meet the rest of the family and take a breather from courses. Andy and I 

will be heading back to school in a few weeks, but I'd like to let Mom know where you are, if 

you're interested in keeping in touch again. And of course, I'd like to keep in touch with you 

myself; that is, if it's not too much bother." 

"Of course not! I'm quite the letter writer, even now when computers are so powerful; there's 

something about the sight of real cursive, or even printing, on an actual piece of paper, that I've 

never managed to lose my affection for. But you may have meant keeping in touch by e-mail, I 

suppose, it didn't occur to me to ask. I can do that too, if you'd like; in my own small way, I have 

some computer skills." 

"Well, actually, I think Mom might appreciate the handwritten form, whereas I'm mostly e- 

mail these days, I'm afraid. But whatever's most convenient. Here, here's my address and my e- 

mail, and I'll write hers on the back." Louise took a piece of paper out of her bag and wrote first 

one address, and then another on the back, and handed it to Mrs. Mistrelistra. "I know she'll be 

excited to hear from you; ever since Dad died last year, his sister Betty, the aunt I told you about, 

has lived with Mom, and Betty is a little hard to take at the best of times. She is a good friend to 

Mom as long as Mom has no other friendships on tap at the time, but as soon as one of Mom's 

friends makes an appearance, Betty feels threatened and retreats into manipulative behavior. I 
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think having a friend in writing would give Mom more privacy and control over her social 

contacts. And who knows, we aren't that far away, maybe you and Mom could get together 

sometime." 

"Yes, I can imagine nothing more difficult for Peggy than having to restrict her social 

commitments to suit a possessive sister-in-law. She was always so outgoing before when she 

and I were close friends. I'll get in touch with her soon, I promise you. Though of course, she 

might find my current 'incarnation' as a natural healer a bit farfetched. She was always the 

sceptic of our little group of friends." But she laughed, and Louise felt certain that Elaine 

Mistrelistra wasn't the type to shy away from potential awkwardness, not when it concerned the 

happiness of an old friend who was sometimes shut off by a complicated family situation. 

Once the two women had caught up on old news, and watched Gershom and the children 

make the few origami animals he had taught them, at least as far as the children were able to 

produce reasonable copies, Louise felt that it was time to go and accordingly she reminded the 

children that they had another treat in store in the form of frozen yoghurt, which she said that 

they must have well before dinner so as not to spoil their appetites. This drew them away to a 

certain degree, though they were reluctant to leave off with the paper animals and wanted to take 

their creations home with them.  Mrs. Mistrelistra promised them a special space on her 

bookshelf in front of the "scary witch books" which Robby was so taken by. 

"After all," said Mrs. Mistrelistra, "you can't very well hold all these delicate paper animals 

and yoghurt cones too without damaging something or dropping something. Gershom and I will 

look after your animals here, and they'll be here whenever you come back. Maybe next time I 

can find an extra shoebox for you to take them home in." She and Gershom stood at the door at 
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first, waving goodbye, until Daisy shouted at Gershom and loudly insisted that since Louise 

might not be with them the next time they came, they should hurry and unlock the doll house 

(which was what Daisy called the shed) to show her the toys. 

Elaine Mistrelistra said something in an undertone to Gershom and smiled, and then he came 

down into the yard with his keys and exchanged a particular expression of tolerant amusement 

with Louise as he unlocked the padlock. She obligingly shared the children's interest for a few 

minutes, but then chivvied them in a gentle tone to hurry, and after a rapid reacquaintance with 

their initial enthusiasms, they allowed the patiently waiting Gershom to lock up again. When the 

departing guests looked up the lawn toward the house to wave at Gershom as he walked away, 

Mrs. Mistrelistra was still watching them from the porch, smiling with soft beneficience. Louise 

slowly turned away and picked up her pace, the children dancing and shouting with glee behind 

her as they went on down the sidewalk and toward the yoghurt shop at the middle of town. It 

was two-thirty in the afternoon; the town hall clock struck just as they rounded the corner the 

shop was on, and the children's attention shifted to the subject of just which flavors they wanted 

today. As Louise waited with them for service, she drew a deep breath: wouldn't her mother be 

surprised to know what had happened to her old friend since they parted, roughly ten years ago! 

And on that notion, it was her turn to order, and she stepped up to the counter with the children, 

her own personal thoughts temporarily put away. 

7 
 

The suggestive power of the summer day, as it gradually wore on towards evening, held the 

Cuffs and Louise in its grasp as it passed. The sky in the distance was red, pink, and an 

improbable shade of gold. They sat on the back lawn at the picnic table, the parent Cuffs and 

their two eldest and Louise sharing some champagne that Louise had picked up locally to 
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commemorate their last evening together. Mrs. Cuff was being quite coy about her own 

participation in this ritual, not having had much champagne since the event of her own wedding; 

Mr. Cuff, on the other hand, was playing an offhand sort of "note-my-composure" game, acting 

as if he had been drinking champagne all his life at frequent intervals. Louise was not deceived 

but was glad that at least she had managed to come up with something both normal to her and 

Andy and acceptable to his parents. The other younger members of the family drank apple juice 

and cherry juice and watched their parents a trifle curiously as Mrs. Cuff got progressively a 

little sillier and Mr. Cuff more and more like a solemn stuffed owl. The times when they had 

seen their parents act so because of that particular impetus were quite rare. Danny tried to 

liberate some alcohol out from under Mr. Cuff's nose, but a frown and a shake of the head as he 

was spotted caused him to retreat his reaching hand and make his own private grimace behind his 

parents' back. 

As was the way with celebratory conversation as it wound down the evening, the talk became 

desultory and referential to earlier points in the day. 

"Now how was it you said you knew Mrs. Mistrelistra again?" asked Mrs. Cuff of Louise 

Pennyfeather, when she felt she could trust herself to speak and reason soberly again. 

"Aunt Elaine?" answered Louise. She hesitated a moment then obliged. "When she was 

Elaine Boyle, she was a close friend of my mother. And then she moved away, and they lost 

touch. I know my mother will be thrilled to hear from her again." 

Mr. Cuff appeared lost in deep thought and then came up with what was, for him, a profound 

remark. "It's odd, but we've been suspicious of her for so long that it's hard to believe she's just 

ordinary, like us." 
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Louise laughed. "I didn't say she was ordinary, Mr. Cuff, I just said she's well known to us. 
 
Even a long time ago, Aunt Elaine had quirks and characteristics that were unusual and just 

enchanting, sometimes." 

"Like what?" prompted Neddy, a ring of cherry juice staining a reddish circle around his 

mouth. 

"Oh, once she tried to give me a ferret for my birthday; I think it was when I was six or so. It 

was only when my mother insisted on having the ferret returned to the pet store post-haste that 

Aunt Elaine took her seriously. She had even brought a little halter collar and leash for me to 

walk the ferret with." 

Danny said, partially in rebellion for not having been allowed any liquor, "She sounds like a 

lot of fun. We should've gotten to know her sooner." 

"Now, Daniel," said his mother firmly, not having been party to the little imbibing conflict 

that had just arisen between him and Mr. Cuff.  "We've fulfilled our duties as parents and 

been cautious; and as our children, you've gone along with this because it was your duty to do 

so." 

Robby, attempting to stick his oar in and put the matter in his own words, contributed "Don't 

cry over spoilt milk, Danny." 

"It's 'spilt milk,' dufus," responded Danny sullenly. "And it wasn't milk that was the 

problem." But Mr. Cuff either elected not to hear this bit of backchat or really was oblivious to 

it, because he was busy pulling his socks up out of his sandals and didn't answer. 

"Well," persisted Robby, not liking to be called "dufus" in front of their guest, whom he had 

decided he rather admired, "you're not the one who knows her anyway. Me and Carrot are. And 

she's talked to Mom on the phone a couple of times, too, I guess. You're probably too old to 

know her; she likes us, us younger kids." 
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Still scowling, Danny murmured something inarticulate, but whatever it was, he was not 

brave enough to say it out loud and cause an obvious breach, so the generally pleasant tone of the 

evening went on as they passed to other topics, such as the upcoming school year and the 

subjects Roddy, Andy, and Louise wanted to take at university. Roddy was suddenly interested 

in astronomy, as it turned out, while Andy and Louise both were enthusiastic about continuing 

their earlier involvement in creative writing projects, both avowing allegiance to poetry and 

prose alike. As might be imagined by anyone who knew Mr. and Mrs. Cuff well (though most 

people who did know them thought there wasn't much to know), astronomy, because it was a 

study of something they could actually see or read about existing in the sky in a factual way, 

seemed fine. Creative writing, on the other hand, made both uncomfortable, as it presumably 

dealt with books that might not be suitable for young folk such as their own children, which 

showed how little they knew of their gradually divergent young. For, the children were all of 

them (and not just Daisy now) becoming less and less like Mr. and Mrs. Cuff and more and more 

like themselves, whatever "themselves" might turn out to be down the road. 

When the bottle of champagne was finished (and it didn't take long, among four drinkers, 

even if two of them were professed teetotallers), they sat in a companionable and for the most 

part humanly silent dusk, in which the crickets, frogs, and fireflies had the predominance of the 

conversation and occasional sporadic green radiance, and the swallows darted across the sky in 

alternation with the bats, both up high but dipping low towards the eaves and rooftops in their 

flight. Soon, it was time to go in, and though they lingered longer in honor of its being Louise's 

last evening with them before she went home for a short time pre-classes, finally Mr. Cuff called 

their attention to the fact that it was probably later than it should be, and that they had to travel 

early on the morrow, he to drop her off at the train station a mere two days before doing 
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the same for Roddy, who though he was going to school in a different town, would be departing 

likewise. 

Grumbling a bit at having to end the evening but knowing full well they'd already been 

allowed up far past their usual bedtime to be with the older children, the younger ones all headed 

in for bed, and took their usual turns washing, brushing teeth, being wished goodnight. When 

they were all abed except Danny, who had given up his quest for alcohol and was instead 

making a late snack of a chicken leg in the kitchen, to Mrs. Cuff's surprise and disapproval—

though of course, it was better that the slender Danny was eating than drinking, and it could've 

been the unfortunately tubby Neddy who might've inherited the chicken leg—Mr. and Mrs. Cuff 

went upstairs as well, after adjuring Danny to be sure and turn off the lights and go straight to 

bed when he was finished. The evening was over, and to his own surprise, Danny felt a kind of 

strange acceptance of its finality, once he had finished straining the limits of obedience in what 

was usually Neddy's way. Somehow, just being a little fractious had put him in a better mood, 

and as he made his way up the stairs, his hand slapped onto the light switch and flicked it off; he 

went upstairs by memory, in the dark, to where his brothers were already turned in for the 

evening. Though there would be more warm weather, the end of summer was in the air, as a 

breeze blew coolly through the open window across the faces composed for sleep. 

Danny nestled into his bed after shrugging out of his shorts and shirt and fell dreamlessly into 

the deep and still waters of night. 

8 
 

Earlier in the morning, just at pre-dawn, a drifting mist of fog and dew had settled tight 

around the trunks of the glowing maples and oaks and the occasional elm on the quad at the top 

of the campus hill; now, however, the sun was well up in the sky, it was around ten-thirty, and 
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the bright fall colors of the leaves on the trees and below on the ground were shining in the 

sparkle of a warm autumn morning. Here and there, students were shrugging off sweaters and 

wraps and situating themselves on the lawn, which though kept short and neat under its blanket 

of leaves was already dry enough to sit on. There the students lazed in the gradually escalating 

heat, made drowsy even so early in the day by the weather conditions. Some took out thermoses 

filled with coffee, tea, or soda, some drank from purchased water bottles or cups of coffee, and 

some just sat and enjoyed a break between classes while they caught up with the local gossip of 

their friends and peers. It was even such a scene that frequently appeared on the school's 

brochures, which went out to students and their families as a sort of lure. 

At the base of one tree, Louise sat, her back against the trunk and her face thoughtful as she 

listened to Andy vociferate and complain. She had tried to apply soothing words, but they hadn't 

worked. "But he can't stay here!" insisted Andy. "And I can't keep covering for him all week, 

because the folks are already worried. I'm going to have to tell them that I know where he is 

tonight, if not sooner. You know I talk to Dad every Monday night." 

"Tell me again why Danny ran away. What's up at home? All you said over the phone was 

that he had saved up his allowance for a few weeks and boarded a train because of a dispute with 

your father." 

"Oh, I think it's probably the same thing it's been for a while now. Danny wants to go out at 

night and carouse, and now that my folks have finally taken a stand and set their minds against it 

firmly—as opposed to virtuous sermonizing in an indirect fashion and making pertinent remarks 

about the children of others, who have come to grief in the past by Danny's methods—Danny is 

equally set against them. And he seems to have the impression that being away at college is a 

way of declaring independence and doing whatever you damn well please; well, I suppose we all 
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grow up sooner or later and do what we want, but Danny's not old enough for that yet. So, he just 

up and left, and parked himself in my dorm room, and my roommate is beginning to tire of 

having a younger third around, always underfoot and unknown to the floor monitor." 

"He doesn't seem to have thought things through, really, does he? A bit impulsive, if you ask 

me." 

"You can say that again! Do you know what he said last night? That he saw no reason why, 

if he was now sixteen and old enough to drive, that he wasn't also old enough to drink. They 

seem to be companion activities in his mind, as if the national campaign against drinking and 

driving had gone right over his head! I mean, I think Dad made the initial mistake of trying to 

allow him a little freedom, such as borrowing the family car a couple of times, in order to try to 

bridge the ever-widening gap between them. But Danny has taken for granted that that means 

he's now a full-fledged adult and can do pretty much what he likes. The second time definitely 

backfired on Dad—he went out to take the car to work the next morning, and when his foot 

clinked against something and he looked under the front seat, he found two beer cans. He 

questioned Danny, but he just insisted that he and T. L., his bosom buddy and partying friend of 

choice, couldn't find a trash can when they were drinking at the gorge, and didn't want to throw 

the cans 'into the environment,' as he so nobly put it. Never mind that only derelicts and 

hoodlums drink at the gorge, at least in my father's opinion. If Danny's environmental concern is 

genuine, which isn't likely, that still doesn't absolve him of driving home after drinking instead of 

calling for a ride or getting one with someone else. Also, Dad said 'the car smelled funny; like 

what the house smells like when your mother is cooking with a lot of greens.' I have a feeling I 

know what 'greens' Danny was cooking with, though where he got the money beats me; we don't 

get that big an allowance. I mean, I've had my fun with weed, but not at home, where I 
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would offend the folks, and you know that neither you nor I would drive, even if we had a car 

here, while high. I'm just not evidently a good enough or strong enough example as a big brother 

to curb Danny's excesses." 

"Well, can't you be forthright with Danny, and tell him not to distress your parents? Sort of 

let him know that you're on his side in some ways, but that he has to wait until he leaves home to 

indulge like an adult might do?" 

"I think—to put the blame where it at least partially lies—that's just what I did when I left. 
 
You know, when we were all saying our goodbyes, I tried to think of something to tell each one 

of my brothers and sisters just for them in particular. And see what fruit it's borne! He took me 

at my apparent word and left so that he could party away from home, as he so clearly thinks I 

do. To Dad and Mom, of course, close to total abstinence from indulgences of most kinds is the 

ideal, so they won't see it my way, and as far as I am from seeing it Danny's way, they're light 

years further away. I don't suppose you have any suggestions?" 

Louise's face took on a wry expression. "It'll take a while to think of something, but I'll give 

it my best thought." She glanced down at her watch. "Whoops! Got to go! Almost late for 

philosophy. See you at your dorm room around 5:00 or so if I think of anything before you have 

to rat out Danny to your dad. Is that good enough?" 

"It'll have to be. I certainly can't think of anything. C'mon, I'll walk you to class, I have half 

an hour before bio lab, and it's in the next building over." 

They rose simultaneously with a light breeze which carried the leaves in gentle susurrations 

under their feet and away, not the full-fledged chilly autumn winds yet, but a harbinger of them. 

Preoccupied with a leaf which was stuck to her sweater, Louise pulled it loose and watch it drift 

away, then accompanied Andy to one quarter of the quad toward two stately stone buildings. 
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The hour chimed from the campus clock, signaling a class change for some, and the second hour 

of class for others. Fall had come. 

9 
 

"But I don't understand what you're saying," Mr. Cuff reiterated. Mrs. Cuff stood at his 

elbow, anxiety marked quite clearly on her face as she tried to understand second-hand what was 

going on. "Do you mean Danny came there, without calling us, without calling you, and simply 

showed up at your dorm room expecting to live there?" 

"Oh, I don't know how long he actually expected to 'live' here, Dad. But he obviously 

expected sympathy and support in an effort to leave home. He's out eating in the school cafeteria 

now, so I can only talk while he's gone if you don't want me to alarm him and maybe cause him 

to take off where even I don't know where he is. I gave him a few bucks and my dining pass, 

and with any luck, he can get a meal, but not much else. What I want to know is how he 

managed the ticket here. I mean, he said he saved up his allowance for the train ticket, but he 

doesn't get that much allowance that he hasn't already spent in playing pool and poker and what- 

have-you, at least to hear him talk about all the adventurous things he's done and still plans to 

do." 

Mr. Cuff hurrumphed a moment, and then answered, "Well, we've had some small amounts 

go missing here and there over the last few months, which your mother and I didn't mention to 

you when you were here because we thought that maybe we had just miscalculated a little, 

though that's very unlikely. But we hated to accuse any of our own children, so your mother 

wondered if maybe someone from outside had found the bureau drawer in the kitchen, you 

know, where we keep the receipts and accounts books and monies. And then, when you two 

eldest boys left, the money suddenly stopped disappearing. It looked bad, but as it was never 
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much at a time, we wondered if—if maybe you or Roddy had fallen short of funds while at home 

and were hesitant to ask for a raise of allowance. Of course, strictly speaking, we thought we 

had noticed it being about $5-$10 dollars short the week you arrived, which would have been 

before you and Roddy got home, so there was no way it could've been you two. It just seemed— 

well, I was all set to discuss it with Pastor Mac, but your mother persuaded me that it was silly to 

risk gossip for the sake of something that we might settle in our own home, with a little 

conversation and a bit of—of—" another hurrumph—"discipline. Is he—is he really what you 

would describe as 'floating in cash,' do you think?" 

"Noticeably the reverse. In fact, I think he must've spent most or all of what he had on the 

train ticket here and food. Possibly some drink, though there's no way to tell unless he really— 

well, no need to worry you, and that's not really here nor there. The question is, what are we to 

do about him? He can't stay here, my roommate is getting really annoyed with us, and the R.A., 

the residential assistant who does floor monitoring, caught him today and is letting me know ever 

so subtly that it's not usual for a member even of family to visit for more than three days at a 

given time. He's been here three already, begging not to be told on. What are we going to do? I 

have classes and stuff, and if he's left here, he'll just get into trouble." 

Mr. Cuff said, "Just a minute." He held the phone to his chest (though what exactly he 

thought he was hiding from his own eldest son was unclear; Andy knew clearly how his father's 

mind worked, and had moreover seen this maneuver performed countless times before). He 

turned to Mrs. Cuff and conferred. "He wants to know what we're going to do about Danny." 

"We'll have to go and get him, dear, won't we?" pleaded Mrs. Cuff. "Surely with your good 

attendance record at work, you can get a day or two off." 
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"A day or two? Why should it take two days to drive up there and get him? And what's 

wrong with the train? Wouldn't that be easier?" 

"But think of the gossip it might cause if anyone saw us. And even more—even more, on the 

train there's other people whom Danny might appeal to for his illegal games and things, and 

oh!—just a lot of unnecessary publicity. Whereas this way, in the car, we or I can talk to him on 

the way back and try to reason with him." 

"I see, I see. Well, there's a certain amount of truth in what you say, though we've got to 

think of something to say compelling enough to prevent him from wanting to run again once we 

get home, and I've got nothing to say yet, though I do feel this situation requires a man's hand 

more than a woman', if you don't mind my saying so, my dear. Though you can talk to him all 

you want, I don't think gentleness will win the day, somehow. I do see what you mean about the 

train, though. All right, I'll tell Andy, shall I? that we'll be arriving tomorrow in the afternoon. 

That might give me some time to think of something strong enough to turn Danny's head back 

our way. And you and I can plan things to say in the car on the way up, though if I know Danny, 

he'll be suspicious of anything that sounds too rehearsed." 

Mr. Cuff removed the telephone from his chest and addressed his eldest son again. "Andy? 
 
We'll be there to pick him up tomorrow afternoon if that's okay. I know you might have to cut a 

class to keep him at the dorm for that time, but if you still have your old checkers set, or your 

chess set that you children used to play with, maybe you can interest him in a more innocent 

form of game for a while, draw him out, converse. Maybe you can get someone to take notes for 

you, just for this once, though I hate to ask it." 

Repressing a sigh, Andy answered, "Sure, Dad. Be sure and take the Interstate, it's less 

crowded and faster than that country scenic route. I'll stay here with him until you and Mom get 
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here. And maybe it would be better if I told the guy at the security desk downstairs to let you in 

automatically, when you show ID. That way, you don't have to phone up here to get in, and I 

don't need to come downstairs and meet you, and maybe scare Danny away. See you then, 

okay?" 

Agreeing with what his son said, Mr. Cuff finally left the phone and turned to his wife to 

speak about further arrangements for their remaining children. They ended up calling Mrs. 

Lister, their usual babysitter, and asking her to spend the night overnight the next night and be 

home when the children came back from school the next afternoon and until they themselves 

returned with the truant Danny. Neddy, whose thirteenth birthday was coming up the next week, 

tried to persuade them that he was mature enough to babysit Daisy and Robby, but Mr. and Mrs. 

Cuff nixed this firmly, having had about enough of children "trying to act beyond their years.” 

* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * * * * * * * * * * * * * * * * * * * * * * * * * * * * * * * * * * * * 

     Danny was in love. His problem was two-fold in that his light-'o-love was not only a 

mortal woman, but the Goddess of Chance personified. Brought to earth, as it were. Her name 

was Ramsey Anne Beauford, and she had been the queen of his attendance at Meany's Bar and 

Pool Hall for quite some time now. Part of her appeal was of course that she was unattainable in 

the ordinary sense; rather, she would perch on his knee like the perfect dolly she was as long as 

he was buying drinks for himself and gambling (while she herself allowed him to buy her sodas, 

as she was the head barmaid and couldn't drink for fear of losing her head among the rowdy and 

the bettors). Once she had exhausted his small fund, however, she was on to other things, 

namely other men. This "unattainable" quality—which has other, less inaccurate names—was 

old hat in the history of the world, as buyable men and women alike have always been a part of 

the scene of the unscrupulous profit off the naïve. But to Danny, the tale was new and fresh, and 
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though he had heard of women like her before from the days when he (precociously and in 

secret) read things in good books about bad people that his parents were themselves not informed 

about, he had never matched the fictional pattern to the real-life woman, except in moments of 

bitterness. Being as he was by nature ebullient and not saturnine, he soon managed to persuade 

himself that it was he rather than she who was lacking, and that all he had to do was become a 

better gambler and she would love him most truly, admire him, stand by him. 

Well, after all, hadn't she shown him how to mark cards with the very tip of his fingernail? 
 
And hadn't she denied all knowledge of his having done so when suspicion arose in the game he 

was in at the time that he was perhaps the guilty party? She had spoken up for him to Sam 

Meany, who then produced a fresh deck and started to observe his other clients more closely, 

which rattled them, put some of them off their game, and produced a temporary winning streak 

for Danny. He promptly took advantage of every chance that came his way. He was Fate's 

darling, for a while. 

When they next got the opportunity to speak privately, as she was seeing him off home at the 

door of the bar one night after closing, Ramsey Anne assured him that others had marked cards 

before him, and that he was safe from detection as long as he kept his mouth shut and his nerve 

even. This was all to the good, but unaccountably, Ramsey Anne had eloped with her second 

cousin Billy two months later, and Sam Meany got a postcard from her from Niagara Falls (as if 

anyone still went there, Danny thought scornfully when the card was read aloud to him). So 

then, how was he to explain to himself that when she returned to Meany's after her honeymoon, 

she still perched on his knee, and if anything flirted with him even more outrageously when he 

was winning? He supposed that in some way she must've concluded that he and she were star- 
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crossed lovers, and that she had to marry her cousin for reasons which were not clear to Danny, 

but which must be very compelling indeed. 

In his fantasies, he told himself that probably she had married her cousin Billy out of family 

pressure, or because Billy had been a cad and gotten her pregnant or forced her for some other 

reason (which always remained vague); the one thing that was not vague in his mind was that he 

himself was just the man to free her from her chains and make off with her to the Hanson County 

border, where they could marry in spite of his age of sixteen (hers was most likely something 

like twenty, he told himself, but then that made her that romantic entity, an older woman, and 

after all she still looked in her teens in her face as well as in her manner of dress). He had 

wracked his brains to try to figure out a way to lure her that didn't involve going in for something 

much stronger in the way of money-making ventures than he could stomach, something for 

example like armed robbery or drug dealing, neither of them things he thought he could handle 

(there was a coolly realistic and practical side to his fantasies as well). And at last, something 

had turned up: in Chansonville, providentially where his very own brother Andy went to 

college, there was going to be a poker tournament, which had a junior division (just for fun), and 

his age wouldn't count against him. All he had to have to play was the entry fee of $100 and 

both his parents' signatures on a piece of paper. The game was played with valueless chips, but 

there were prizes for the best players. The first prize was $5000, the second was a used Ford 

convertible, and he had ignored the other lesser prizes. If he could only get the first prize, he 

would be able to get an apartment, and then a job to help support Ramsey Anne. 

On the face of it, the harder thing to obtain would have seemed to be the signatures, except 

for the fact that Danny had long ago learned to copy his parents' hands to cover for himself when 

something came up at school that he didn't want coming home to haunt him, or when he wanted 
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a day off from classes. Like all his brothers and his sister, he was a bright student, and so his 

marks did not suffer much from the times he took off, at least not usually. Or at least, given the 

times he skipped and got the work later or turned in less than he was capable of, his parents were 

left in the dark as to just how intelligent he really could have proven himself to be with a full 

effort. 

Yes, it had been much harder to get the $100 entry fee and hide it from everyone at home, not 

only because the boys often got their clothes mixed up, which occasioned going through each 

other's bureaus to look for something to wear, but also because he needed to keep his hand in 

gambling at Meany's, and so had to keep spending the allowance money and small sums he 

purloined from his parents' housekeeping drawer. And then, of course, there had been the travel 

money to get and tuck away as well, and it wasn't until the very last minute, when in despair he 

confessed to Ramsey Anne that he was just $10 short of the total sum he needed to get to 

Chansonville and enter that he had been sure of her support, for the poker game at least (and of 

course she had been thrilled to think she might in short time know a celebrity). For Ramsey 

Anne went about the motions of getting a drink for someone and managed to lift the final $10 

from Meany's till and bring it to him at his table, with no one being the wiser. True, it might've 

been a more clinching argument of her undying love had she given him money from out of her 

tips, but to Danny it was love and romance and adventure all rolled into one, and he was 

determined to win at least something in Chansonville, even if only the lousy convertible. After 

all, if it was at all in good condition, he might make some money by selling it. Assuming they 

would allow a sixteen-year-old to sell a car he was legally old enough to drive! 

How he was going to represent this adventure to his parents and the rest of his family did not 

really trouble him, or he half-manufactured tales in the back of his mind about having performed 
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a miraculous rescue of an old billionaire on the road who rewarded him richly for his service and 

kindness. That was the kind of crap his parents would eat up, and he trusted in his own ingenuity 

to think of details as he went along. 

But Fate, as the Christian God was said to do, gaveth and tooketh away, sometimes 

simultaneously, it seemed, and Danny had no sooner started back from the dining hall toward his 

brother's dorm room and out of the cold, now piercing breeze, than he came to a dead stop. He 

was walking across the visitor's parking lot for Andy's dorm when (fortuitously, at least Fate had 

given him that) he spotted his father's serviceable old Oldsmobile, unmistakable because of the 

nondescript gray color of the car, the tiniest scratch on one rear fender that Danny had not been 

able to pay his father back for yet, and his mother’s bobble-head gray leopard doll in the back 

window. Swiftly, he pulled his jacket hood up over his head and did an about-face, ducking out of 

sight of his brother's dorm room windows. 

Once around the corner, he winced at the cold. True, he had avoided a nonproductive and no 

doubt demeaning ride back home with his parents. But also true, he now had no place to stay out 

of the weather, and precious little money in his pocket for food. The poker tournament did not 

start until the next day at 11:00 a.m., and he had seen enough of the campus to know that a 

security guard system was set up to patrol it at night. Where could he stay? 

Oddly enough, given his nature, which was at this point at least the most rebellious of all of 

them in his parents' view, he applied the sort of thinking he had heard his father use: what 

should he do first? He tried to think in an orderly fashion and decided to stop by the news kiosk 

he'd seen just by the student cafeteria and purchase a city map, even though that would eat into 

his food money. After all, he had to find a safe place to hang out for the night and maybe even 

catch a few winks of sleep. And it needed to be near the VFW post where the poker tournament 
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sponsors had rented out the hall for the two days' stint. Accordingly, he proceeded to the kiosk, 

where he found the proprietor just getting ready to lock up for a dinner break. The man was 

obliging, however; he re-opened the till and allowed Danny to purchase an overpriced city street 

map, and then glowered at him when he paid largely in change, keeping his bills for vending 

machines that might take currency. 

He asked himself what his father would do next, and he decided that it was high time to invest 

in some eatables and some liquid refreshment; he hoped it would be enough to get him through 

to the next morning. Of course, the liquid part would have to be soda or bottled water, when he 

would have preferred a more adult tipple, but things were as they were, and since he had to be 

alert and awake the next morning in order to play poker better than he ever had before, he 

resigned himself to an alcohol-free evening. 

He re-entered the dining hall, where at one end earlier in the day he had seen some vending 

machines. Marshalling his dwindling resources as well as he could, he managed to purchase a 

boxed sandwich, an apple, a bag of chips, and two sodas. Though he was a bigger eater than this 

stock allowed for (especially when nervous), it would have to do. 

Reasoning that there must be a culvert or gully somewhere out of the wind, since the campus 

was up on a hillside and led down to wooded, park-like areas on several sides, with benches, 

paths through the woods, and trash barrels at regular intervals, he first calculated just how far he 

was away from the VFW post, how long it would take him to walk it the next morning (about 

half an hour), and whether or not he was safe from detection by any but strolling courting 

couples. He made himself generally comfortable at the base of a tree which was positioned at 

the very bottom of a ravine and started to eat. 
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Once that was done, there was nothing more really to do but try to fall asleep, which was 

difficult since it was hours before his regular bedtime (or at least, the one he was appointed by 

his parents' curfew rules), 11:00. It was even earlier before the time when he often felt his head 

hit the pillow in actuality, around 1:00 or so. As many people were passing to and fro still on 

their way to dinner, the library for study, or to nighttime classes, he amused himself as far as he 

was able by listening to their often chatty, humorous, and in-joke conversations, tucked down 

near the ground in his dark clothes, undetected. Finally, around 12:30 or so he began to feel 

drowsy. The wind had died down, and luckily it wasn't a wet night, so he curled himself up even 

tighter, and was in fact going into a restless slumber, when he heard a car screech to a halt in the 

single traffic lane that passed along one side of the ravine. 

It was a police car. He stiffened and pulled his hood closer over his face, trying to escape 

detection. Peering out at the car, he noticed that it was not a campus police car, but was instead a 

city cruiser, complete with rotating light and presumably a siren. The cops, however, as it turned 

out were not looking his way, but were instead exiting the vehicle and going to the other side of 

the car, the cop on the passenger side near him slapping down a flat box on the hood as he passed 

around to accompany his partner. Suddenly, some laughter in the background which he had been 

drowsing off without noticing ceased abruptly. 

One of the two policemen said in a gruff, no-nonsense voice (presumably to the previously 

laughing young men), "Where are you boys headed?" A mumbled, respectful, explanatory 

murmur, then "What's that you've got in your pockets? Let's see it." Other questions followed: 

"Are you fellows students here?" "Are you always out this late?" "And where is that?" Finally 

satisfied, the cops dismissed the three young men whom they'd been interrogating, evidently 

having mistaken them for someone else they happened to be looking for. When they came back 



131  

towards the car, Danny was careful to remain motionless, head down in his jacket, hood carefully 

covering his face. Out of the corner of his eye, he saw the cop from the passenger side pick up 

the flat box off the hood of the patrol car and drop it into a trash bin. He dared not even draw a 

breath, they were so close to him. 

They sat for another five or ten minutes in their vehicle, then the car pulled slowly on, 

evidently to some other locale where they could expect to find whomever they were searching 

for. Out of curiosity, Danny got up and went to look to see just what they had thrown away. The 

trash bin was full almost to the top, so that all he had to do was reach out and flip open the lid to 

see that it was a pizza box, and that nearly half the pizza, still warm, remained in the box. What 

a bonanza! 

"Trash to them, late-night snack and maybe breakfast for me," he said, and closing the lid 

again picked up the box and took it back to his tree. He wasn't really hungry anymore since his 

impromptu dinner, but he ate a slice of pizza anyway, just to taste it while it was warm. It was 

really good, and he could only think that their call must've been urgent for them to throw it away 

like that. 

Full and feeling a little warmer, though his knees and ankles had gotten cramped from lack of 

movement, he curled up again, drew his hood down, and sought sleep. It was in-and-out slumber 

for him all night, but at long last, he saw the sun appearing over the horizon behind some of the 

stately campus buildings, shining through the red and gold autumn leaves. He opened his soda 

again and ate the rest of the pizza, which though cold as the dew was still flavorful. Then, 

glancing at his watch, he saw that it was 8:39, and he got up and stretched, startling a squirrel 

which had dashed down a tree nearby towards the empty pizza box. It scolded at him, chattering 

and chittering, as he walked away and put the empty box back in the trash bin. He thought he'd 
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go into the dining hall and get warm for a bit and then start out on his walk, carefully avoiding 

the end of the building near Andy's dorm. He knew that he was taking a risk that Andy might 

see him, or that his parents might be there, but he turned his reversible hoodie inside out to the 

red side and kept careful watch, lurking in corners until he got to the main room, and then 

seeking protective coloration by hiding in crowds of young people, who largely ignored him as 

they vociferously carried on conversations with each other. Almost nine o'clock: he resigned 

himself to more waiting and sat trying to look interested in some pamphlets that were in a box on 

the counter near him. Soon, it would be time to start walking. 

10 
 

"So, you say he never came back from the dining hall?" queried the campus officer, who sat at 

the desk taking Andy's and his parents' report. Mr. Cuff was very irritable in his own subdued 

way at having to stay in a local motel overnight. Mrs. Cuff had wanted to stay in a bed-and- 

breakfast just off campus, but according to Mr. Cuff, it was too pricey, especially since they 

weren't sure just how long they would have to stay. He had already called his office and 

requested a bit more time for a family emergency, and after answering as tactfully and 

uninformatively as he could his well-meaning co-worker's concerned and curious questions, he 

had accompanied Mrs. Cuff back to Andy's dorm room, where Andy had insisted that they go to 

Larson Hall, the central hub of the campus aid societies, also of the headquarters of the campus 

security force. 

The three of them nodded in agreement to this question, and the officer said, "Well, then, it's 

time to go there and start a search. How much money did he have on him?" 

Andy made a guess at this, as he knew what amount he had given his apparently out-of- 

pocket brother, and the officer responded, 
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"Well, that's not going to keep him there long. Have a good appetite, does he?" 

Again, a series of nods and short answers. The security guard said then, 

"Is there anything here, any event, that he might have been interested in attending that he 

mentioned to you? A concert, a talk, a museum visit?" He addressed this question directly to 

Andy, as most of the useful information had come from him so far. "After all, he may be 

sleeping off the after-effects of a late night or have gone with a new acquaintance to their dorm 

or apartment. Is he likely to have done that, do you think?" 

Andy replied cautiously. "Well…he's going through a sort of rebellious stage right now, and 

he might have done anything, I guess. I mean, within reason. A talk or a museum visit doesn't 

sound like his sort of activity, but he might have gone to a concert, if he managed to cadge 

money or an invitation, and he…well, he drinks a bit. My parents have tried to curtail that, 

but…." He looked at his father and mother with regret at having to share what they probably felt 

as their shame as parents with the officer. 

"Does he take drugs?" The officer was blunt and was looking at the three of them more 

carefully. 

"Oh, no," gasped Mrs. Cuff. "Not drugs!" 
 

"Are you sure of that, ma'am, or only voicing a hope?" 
 

Mr. Cuff harrumphed. "None of our children do drugs. He….he does drink some; we've tried 

to speak to him about it, but…well,…anyway, he doesn't do drugs." 

"Does he have anything he could have sold to get more money, to travel on, perhaps? There's 

no telling but what he's like lots of other 'rebellious' young people at most times, heading on off 

across the continent. It's a little early to assume that of course, but we wouldn't want to broaden 

out our search too late." 
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Andy smiled, a little wanly. "He came here in about what he stood up in, without much else 

with him. As I think I said before, I gave him some money to eat on." 

The policeman looked at the three of them for a second as if they were being deliberately 

obstreperous or posing him a puzzle just to see if he could solve it. Then he said, as if finally 

able after great effort to pull a rabbit out of the hat, "Do you have a recent photo that I could 

circulate? You do understand, of course, that it will go out across the tri-state area and maybe 

later further afield. So, if you're worried about the neighbors knowing, or something, you're 

going to have to get over it. But a good recent photo can often help a lot. People these days 

don't know how to mind their own damn business, but from our point of view, that often helps, 

because they see somebody's picture on a flyer or poster, and right away they're snapping camera 

phone pictures of everyone who even slightly resembles that person and sending it in to us. It 

can cramp our style for a while, sorting through all the photos we get, but it does help a lot too, 

sometimes." 

Mrs. Cuff's face was flushed, and she looked desperately at Mr. Cuff. 
 

"Now, Abigail," he said in a quiet voice, "Now's not the time to worry about the Billings's 

opinion, or anybody else's. If I can deal with my co-workers knowing, you can deal with the 

neighbors down the street. Actually, if Danny should head for home betimes, the Neighborhood 

Watch might be on the lookout for him. Give Officer Greene the photo you have on your 

phone." 

Later, they were never quite sure of whether Officer Greene had been convinced of the 

validity of their worries, or whether he was simply following protocol, but they still left the 

campus station with the feeling that everything possible through that agency had been done. 

11 
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Later on in his life, after much turmoil and serious self-searching about various points, Danny 

always told people that it was an inevitable force like the hand of fate which had kept him from 

the poker tournament. He had only sprained his ankle and been unable to get further on down 

the sidewalk toward the VFW building, Dawson Hall, on his own, but somehow he felt all the 

force of generations of his family, or at least the parts of it which were most like his timid mother 

and father, turning his foot in a crack, tripping him, landing him on his keister, and settling the 

issue once and for all. 

As soon as he had gingerly picked himself up and hopped to a nearby apartment building 

stoop to sit down and wait for someone to come by who might be inclined to help, he thought 

despairingly of his love for Ramsey Anne, and the likelihood that she would probably not be 

sitting as much on his knee at Meaney's as heretofore, if he failed at least to win something in the 

tournament. Then, he realized, wounds were after all good for sympathy. Maybe if he could say 

he had turned his ankle in a fight and been disqualified from sitting at the table to play, or 

something like that… 

“Can I help you? Yes, you. Why are you sitting here on the stoop? Waiting for a tenant? If 

not, you can’t stay here. We don’t allow vagrants here. Well?’ 

Danny looked up quickly at a sloppy, fat man with a three-days’ growth of beard, and a 

woolen cap on his head. They looked each other up and down. Danny noticed that the man was 

wearing the same color brown pants with dressy red suspenders that he had sometimes seen his 

father wear, but there the resemblance ended. The man was grungy and dirty-looking, with 

grease marks on his pants and on the white undershirt he was incongruously wearing with the 

rest of his outfit, with safety pins holding the suspenders to the shoulder straps. 

“Well?” the man prompted again. 
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“I fell and sprained my ankle. I really can’t get any farther than this right now without some 

kind of help.” He took a good long look at the man again, and seemed to sense a comrade soul, 

even through the dirt and grime, so he confessed, “I was going to the youth poker tournament at 

the VFW when I fell. And my brother is a student at Hempstead College, back in town 

thataways.” Danny pointed, then winced as the incautious movement twisted his ankle again. 

The man looked down at him and grinned. Then, he pulled a somewhat chewed cigar from 

his pocket, and Danny saw that it had already been partly smoked and then stubbed out and 

saved for later. “Getting away from home, eh? What are you, sixteen, seventeen? Where are 

your folks?” 

:Danny nodded, but otherwise ignored the first two questions. To the third, he decided to be 

more direct and take his chances. “They showed up yesterday looking for me at my brother’s 

room, but I managed to dodge them. See, they think that I’m just here on a bender, or to visit my 

brother, or something. None of them know how good I am at poker, or about the tournament.” 

The man grinned even wider, and Danny saw that his teeth were yellowed and crooked, and 

that one of his eye teeth was missing. “So you think you’re about ready to lick the world, do 

you? That good, eh?” He looked very piercingly at Danny for a man who seemed down on his 

own luck. “What’s up with the winnings? What do you get if you win?” 

Danny said, “First prize for the junior division is $5000; second prize is a used Ford 

convertible.” 

“And which would you rather? I’m Henry, by the way, Henry Whitcomb. I manage this 

joint,” he jerked a thumb backwards at the brick apartment building whose stoop Danny was 

sitting on, and then held out a hand, none too clean, for Danny to shake. Not wanting to be rude, 

Danny shook it, but said only, 
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“My name is Danny.” 
 

“Yeah, I’d play it safe and keep my last name to myself too if I was on a lark away from 

home for a while. So, are you playing for the money or the car? If it’s the car you’re after, 

you’ll have to play even cagier, to give the first-place win away. But then, if you get the money, 

you might be able to get a better car anyway, if that’s what you’re after. Depends on what sort of 

old rattletrap they’re fronting for their prize.” 

“Well, that’s sort of the way I figured it too, but I’m mainly trying to….to win to get a friend 

to like me better.” 

Henry threw back his head and laughed. “I’m a betting man too, and I’d be willing to bet that 

that friend is a young female of the species. Yep! That’s my guess.” 

Though Danny felt that his relationship with Ramsey Anne, such as it was, was being sullied 

by Henry’s laughing reference to her as a “young female of the species,” as if she compared with 

anyone else at all, he wasn’t in a situation to be choosy or to be offended by his new 

acquaintance’s remarks, so he smiled a little weakly and tried to stand. He figured it was about 

time to try to get back to Andy’s dorm room, since there was clearly nothing he could do about 

getting to the poker tournament now. It was depressing to be such a loser of a Cuff, but maybe 

he could think of something else to impress Ramsey Anne. 

“Say, wait, you don’t have to totally give over your love for the game, do you? Do you have 

any money on you? To play poker with, I mean.” 

This seemed like more than Danny wanted to tell a complete stranger but he had to face the 

fact, he figured, that he was momentarily out of luck. He said, “I have my entry fee for the 

tournament: $100.” 
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“Well, I’ll tell you what. You come on inside with your bum ankle and play poker with me a 

few hands while we’re still fresh as daisies here this morning, and then whatever you win, you 

can keep, and I’ll even wrap up your ankle for you in an ace bandage and call you a cab, free- 

paid, back to your brother’s dorm. What say about that? And I’ll throw in breakfast, seeing as 

how I haven’t had mine yet either; if you go for bacon and eggs, that is.” 

Danny agreed, and soon after he with difficulty got up the steps to the front door, he was in 

the building’s freight elevator going up to the manager’s third floor apartment. To make 

conversation, he said, “How did you get an apartment on the third floor? I thought all supers and 

managers had to live on the basement or first floors.” 

Henry responded, “I didn’t start out as manager here. I was a tenant, and when the old 

manager went into the hospital and bought the farm, the owner was looking for a long-time 

resident who knew something about repairs to take over the building. That’s me, I guess. I just 

kept the same place to live, which he agreed to.” 

When Danny was comfortably seated at one of the three rather rickety-looking chairs around 

Henry’s kitchen table, staring at the worn linoleum and patchy indoor-outdoor rug that covered 

the different areas of the rooms, Henry threw some bacon and eggs together in the skillet at the 

stove and set up whistling. Jerking open the refrigerator door, he pulled out two cans of beer, to 

Danny’s great surprise, popped the tops back, and set one firmly down in front of his guest. He 

watched Danny for a minute, but even though Danny had a momentary curiosity as to whether or 

not Henry was hoping to get him drunk in order to win his $100.00 from him, either fairly or 

unfairly, he picked it up and drank some, on the double reflection that he’d already had the 

remainder of the pizza from last night for breakfast and so had some ballast in his stomach, and 

moreover, was trained in a hard-drinking school, namely Meany’s. 
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“There you go! I thought you were a sport,” Henry said, taking out a couple of slices of bread 

from the bag on the top of the refrigerator and slapping them into the toaster on the counter. 

When they popped up, he slathered butter on them without asking Danny how much, which 

Danny rather approved of as a guest and disapproved of as a former Cuff (or so he was at least 

temporarily thinking of himself…maybe a name change, later?). 

When the plates were filled up with the steaming hot food, Henry said, “Hell and shit-fire! 
 
Don’t mind my French, there, Danny—I nearly forgot the tomato slices. You like stewed tomato 

with yours?” He tilted the pan so that Danny could see it had bubbling hot tomato slices in it. 

Feeling cheerful all of a sudden, Danny replied, “I’ve never tried it, but I won’t say ‘No.’” 

They sat down to eat, and Danny, just as surprised at himself as a former Cuff could well be, 

found himself regaling Henry with a few choice tales of family life, from the satirical side, and a 

few careful remarks about Ramsey Anne, from the worshipful side. Henry looked knowing, but 

he concentrated mainly on his food. When they were finished eating, he took up the plates, ran a 

little hot water on them in the sink, and then left them in the basin, returning to the table with 

another two beers. 

“Okay, now what say we play a few hands just for starters? Here, I’ve got a bag of quarters. 

Two bits a hand. We can break into your and my serious poker money later. I’ll stand you oh, 

say, fifteen dollars for starters. If you lose it all, you can pay me back. If you keep any of it, 

then you don’t owe me for starters. How’s the ankle, by the way? Hell, I should’ve iced it and 

bound it up for you before we had breakfast. Let me do that right now, first.” 

Over Danny’s manly protests, as he thought of his “Don’t worry about it”s and his “It doesn’t 

hurt now”s, Henry efficiently wrapped the ankle in an old but still serviceable ace bandage, that 
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was, however, as dingy as everything else, propped Danny’s foot up on the third chair, and slung 

a makeshift ice bag across it. 

“Tell me, Dan the Man, when you need more ice.” 
 

They started playing Texas Hold’Em, which truth to tell was not Danny’s favorite game, but 

he came out of it more or less all right, only a little less than five dollars behind. He took a 

surreptitious look at his watch, but it seemed to have stopped at about the time he figured he fell; 

another thing for his father and mother to complain softly about. Rather, his mother would 

complain softly, and his father, who had bought him the watch, would lecture him—oh, what did 

it matter what he said, he already had so much to lecture about that all Danny was hoping to 

come up with was a reasonable lie or version of the truth to avoid some of it. He glanced up at 

Henry’s kitchen clock at the other end of the room and saw that it said 10:05 a.m. exactly. When 

Henry caught the direction of his gaze, he said, a little roughly, 

“Got somewhere to be? I thought you wanted to win some of my money.” 
 

“Sure, Henry. I just need to be back at the dorm by say, oh, early afternoon. My Mom and 

Dad drove up, and whether I like it or not, they’re not going to leave town until they have me in 

tow. I may have time for some fun now, but I’ve got to face the music eventually.” 

Henry relaxed his gruff bearing slightly. “Sure, sure. I know how it is. AWOL for the first 

time, fun flies when you’re doing time. Just take it easy; I’ll make sure you get back there, and 

you can take the bandage with you, too. I’ve got more. I used to bust up my own ankles pretty 

bad sometimes, coming home plastered. But that’s telling tales out of school; I wouldn’t tell 

your mom and dad about that if I were you. In fact, you might just let them know that someone 

gave you a neighborly breakfast, let you sit a spell, and put you in a cab dormward bound. How 

about that, I just thought of that! Dormward bound. Like that Simon and Garfunkel song, 
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’Homeward Bound.’ Anyway, if that’s the name of it. I wouldn’t mention our game, well, I’ll 

just bet you’ve kept that little girlfriend of yours dark too.” 

“Yeah, as far as my parents know, I go to the place where I play, but they don’t really know 

many specifics.” 

“I know how it is. I had the same sort of deal growing up. Yeah, you gotta be your own man, 

Dan the Man, you gotta be your own man. Okay, now how about some Two Card Draw?” 

They played for a couple of hours, varying the exact games, never going outside the bounds 

of games which Danny could say he’d played sometimes before. He kept enough of his $100 to 

feel that he was breaking even at first, but then gradually he began losing ground, and finally, as 

if just to humor him, Henry said, 

“How much you figure you got left, sport?” 
 

Danny, a little embarrassed, flipped through his fives and ones, which he had been careful to 

supply himself with plenty of from his hometown bank, and said “Oh, I guess about twenty-five 

dollars.” He noticed with a touch of annoyance which seemed a little peculiar to him just now 

that the ones and one of the fives that he’d won from Henry’s stash were slick and newer by far 

than his own, as if Henry…he wasn’t sure what. They certainly didn’t match up to the rest of 

Henry’s surroundings for general decrepitude. 

“Okay, how about let’s play for a fiver a hand? You’ve been giving me a good game so far 

all morning, but I’m still going to stand you the taxicab fare, so it stands to reason you should let 

me win a little more of your money before you go, if I can.” 

“Or, I could keep some, and pay the cab fare myself. So as not to be a problem. And how do 

you know for sure how much it will cost you? It might be steep.” Danny was starting to have 

some odd feelings about his new acquaintance, related to panic and alarm, or maybe just 
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financial desperation, to realize how far down he had actually come from winning the 

tournament. 

Henry laughed, as if jovial, but then said, “Oh, that’s no problem. My pal Jamie has a cab 

stand over on Wiltshire Crescent, just around the block. He’ll take whatever I give him, and glad 

of it. He and I are old poker buddies, you see, from way back. So, five a hand?” 

With no other choice before him but to pretend to be a good loser, Danny found himself 

giving up his last chance at freedom, he felt, and while he thought he saw Henry dealing from the 

bottom of the deck once, and shuffling in an odd way another time, he couldn’t be sure whether 

that had been Henry’s method all along or not; he hadn’t noticed. He asked himself if it was the 

effect of beer during the daytime but scoffed that suggestion away quietly in his own mind. He 

just had been too trusting, he felt, but what other choice had he had, he further asked himself. 

The odd thing to Danny later was the way he felt about the whole experience afterwards. 
 
Embittered, yes, warier, yes, angry and out-at-pocket all at the same time. But aside from that, 

he began to feel in some way informed by his parents’ opinions, not as if they were right about 

how he had been living his life, rather he felt that their feelings were a proviso: if he didn’t want 

to have to feel the way they obviously wanted him to feel, he was going to have to do better to 

outwit the Henrys of the world, previously his chosen comrades. He told himself not that he 

would have to be a more discerning judge of human nature, but that he was going to have to find 

a way to beat the odds when a man like Henry was involved, or his parents would hear about it, 

which luckily this time they really had not. For Henry was as good as his word and put Danny 

in a taxi back to the campus of Hempstead College. Jamie, who seemed to be a less rapacious 

and kinder man than Henry, and even a little personally neater, actually gave Danny his arm up 

to Andy’s room, where luckily Andy was in from classes, but their parents were out at their 
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motel, still in phone communication with the Neighborhood Watch at home. When Danny 

delivered his version of the lie he and Henry had cooked up, Andy frowned, seeming to sense 

more in it, but he said nothing while his parents talked to Danny on the phone. Danny, to Andy’s 

way of thinking, was amazingly subdued for someone who’d seemed to be intending possibly to 

make a semi-permanent run away from home, and he wanted to know more, but all the siblings 

had more or less grown into a manner of trying to please their parents (except for Danny, and 

sometimes Daisy). This could involve hiding things from them as the siblings grew up which 

were likely to upset them, just as other children seemed, in their estimation, to be doing. 

“And what did you say again happened? Last night, I mean. The reason you didn’t come 

back in here.” 

“I was walking along the pavement on my way back after looking around a bit and stumbled 

in a crack. I fell and sprained my ankle. Can’t you tell? It’s all still swollen up.” Danny figured 

a good lie stuck as close to the truth as possible; he had heard this explained two different ways 

at Meany’s, in jest which he was now free to take seriously: one, that the best lies the Devil told 

were always based on truths, so that they seemed true to the undiscerning (not that anyone at 

Meany’s used the actual word “undiscerning”); and two, that if you stuck as close to the truth as 

possible, you didn’t have to remember what you said. 

“The woman who helped you up actually turned out to be a nurse?” 

“Yeah.” 

“Named Ursula?” 

“Yeah.” 

“Nurse Ursula? Ursula the Nurse?” 
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“Look, it’s not my fault, I didn’t name her.” His brothers and sister, even Daisy at her 

younger age, were not usually as easily fooled by Danny’s innocent expression as his still 

hopeful parents would have been, however, so Andy persisted. 

“And she let you spend the night on her couch, instead of taking you to an emergency room, 

and bound your ankle up with that dirty rag, and gave you breakfast and sent you on your way in 

a taxi without ever calling me up here?” 

“Look, Andy, there wasn’t much of the night left by the time she found me; I was on a sort of 

secluded street, sitting on a stoop. She’d just gotten off-duty, and it was only a sprained ankle, 

after all, not a broken leg. Though it’s harder to walk on now than it was then.” This last was 

true enough, though Andy has insisted on taking off the filthy ace bandage and putting ice on the 

ankle again, after inspecting it. He figured he knew what to look for from his gym classes, 

where people had occasionally been injured. 

“And why didn’t you call to let me know you were okay? Or at least were safe? After 

inconveniencing us all by coming in here unannounced? Oh, right, you didn’t want to disturb 

my slumber.” He paused a minute, and then said, “Bullshit, Danny.’ 

Danny tried to look hurt. “Language, And.” 
 

“Stuff and nonsense, then, on both counts. I’ve heard you say things when you stubbed your 

toe and Mom and Dad weren’t close by that defy belief.” Andy looked at the ankle again and his 

gaze happened to travel across the floor to the discarded bandage. “And what was a proper 

nurse, if that’s even what she was, doing with such a dirty, woebegone-looking bandage?” 

“She apologized for it. It wasn’t part of her hospital kit, it was one she’d used a lot at home, 

and hadn’t had a chance to wash out. But it worked; that’s what counts,” he said stoutly, sticking 
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as far as possible to the lie, which seemed to be getting harder and harder to maintain against 

pressure from his brother. 

Seeming to sense that he wasn’t going to get any other version at the present time from 

Danny, Andy took a more aggressive tone, and said, “Well, then, I think the least we can do is to 

take a little car ride when Mom and Dad get here to thank Ursula. Assuming, of course, that you 

remember the street name. And you ought to, for such a big adventure to have occurred there. 

Pay her back for the cab ride, you know.” Andy was apparently playing along now, but he was 

really trying to put more pressure on the errant Danny, who usually didn’t care enough to 

maintain a fiction this long in the presence of his siblings, only of his parents. He must be in 

really big trouble, and as the eldest, Andy was somewhat hurt, because all of his siblings had 

from time to time come to him with their troubles and minor deceits, and he had been assuming 

that Danny would eventually give way this time, too. 

Danny wasn’t even sure why he wasn’t, since Andy probably knew what usually went on at 

Meany’s, but he felt stubbornly that he wanted to keep his total ignominy from his family, at 

least until he had gotten used to it himself. “No can do, And. I really don’t remember the exact 

street, and she’s almost certainly asleep by now. And anyway, I had money for the cab myself.” 

“Right, because you spent half the night on that street, and she’s a nurse who’s off-duty, and 

you had so much money to begin with. Danny, if you’ve committed a crime, I’m not going to 

hide you out this time.” 

At this, Danny chortled outright, taking Andy off-guard. “No crime, Andy. Just leave it 

alone, why don’t you? Dad will be trying to go over all this too, and Mom will be wringing her 

hands and carrying on, and frankly, I’ve had enough.” This was a bolder and more defiant tactic, 
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so Danny coupled it with a stage wince and rubbed his ankle. This threw even the perspicacious 

Andy off, and he pushed Danny’s hands away and said, 

“Here, let me look at it again.” He put some experimental pressure on it and Danny winced 

for real, but Andy said, “Well, you’re lucky that that’s the only bad thing that happened to you 

last night. There have been a couple of joy-riders who’ve jumped out and stabbed people lately 

around the edge of campus. The police have been looking for them for a week or two now.” 

Danny thought of the police car and the uneaten pizza, and shivered involuntarily, probably 

partly from the cold of the now-defrosted damp ice pack. 

Truly as expected, when his parents got there about an hour later, his father insisted on going 

over most of the ground that Andy had gone over, though without Andy’s satirical bent. But 

unintentionally, Andy had helped rehearse Danny in his lie, and now his father was even 

anticipating putting an ad in the local newspaper, thanking a (nonexistent) nurse named Ursula 

for taking care of his son’s sprained ankle when she found him on the street at night. Danny 

sensed he was mostly in the clear as far as other specifics went, and when Andy rolled his eyes at 

him behind their parent’s backs, he maintained an unwitting front and didn’t smirk. This was his 

secret, at least for now. 

Or so he thought. As far as he was concerned, the secret was secure. He hadn’t been 

intimidated out of his mostly innocent stance even by the clever Andy, though Andy didn’t keep 

the secret from Roddy that he strongly suspected there was more to it than Danny was telling 

him. Or that he sometimes wondered if the whole story wasn’t generally fabrication. So, the fall 

passed into winter, with Roddy and Andy at their different colleges, and the rest of the family at 

home, and then suddenly there was a rumor in the news about a virus from a meat market in 

China which was starting to sweep the globe, and had been detected in a few places in the United 
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States. This panicked the careful Cuff parents more than it did other people, even, some of 

whom were skeptical, others of whom would believe anything of China and in fact believed the 

worst of everything they heard. Weeks before the general mandating of masks began to be the 

rule in the country, Mr. Cuff was babbling about them to his family and insisting that there must 

be a reason why the healthiest of the Chinese-American citizens often wore masks during flu 

season as a usual thing, some particular wisdom they had picked up on about contagion and its 

prevention, which was probably true enough, since Asian people on the buses and trains often 

wore masks during the winter, though it occasioned some resentment among their more 

unreasonable neighbors, as if at an unacceptable slur. 

So, the Cuffs accommodated themselves to the disaster of their time, and even the straying 

Danny had to pay attention to community and family edicts more often, though he did still make 

the occasional foray when his parents were off-guard and weren’t expecting it (and now, could 

be deceived about where he had actually been, though even for them his eagerness to get out for 

“walks for exercising the ankle” seemed perhaps a little improbable). He of course was 

attempting to get to Meany’s and Ramsey Anne, whom he hadn’t seen since the fall; he had to 

hope that the suspense of not seeing him for so long had in effect actually made her heart grow 

fonder, but as he was about to find out, Ramsey Anne loved not only her second cousin and 

husband John Billy Beauford, but even her gradually withering job at Meany’s more than she 

loved him. She, like everyone else working at or managing the somewhat defiant poker house, 

was fighting off the rules about social distancing and masks and later, vaccinations, for what 

good it would do them, which defiance for the present was workable, because the whole society 

wasn’t in an obedient mood itself yet. On the only evening when Danny was finally able to get 

to the door of Meany’s, in mid-April, just as they were observing, unwillingly, earlier hours so as 
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not to have to pay the erstwhile more or less loyal Ramsey Anne and those who could loosely be 

called her colleagues at bilking, she met him there as she was coming to lock the door.  But just 

as he was ripping off his mask so as not to appear callow, she pushed him back out and followed 

him through, with what was to him earthshaking bad news, worse than the news of the pandemic 

(as it was now being called). 

“Danny, I’m sorry, but you can’t come here anymore. It’s for your own good. No, listen to 

me! Chester the bartender has been watching all the players that are still coming to the games, 

and he is really swearing that it must’ve been you or one other guy who marked the cards in that 

big game last summer. They don’t like it at all.” 

Danny tried to shrug this off. “Well, maybe it was the other guy.” He couldn’t imagine not 

being allowed to see Ramsey Anne, especially not after he hadn’t seen her for so long. “Aren’t 

you glad finally to see me again? I injured my leg in a fight when I was visiting my oldest 

brother’s college, and it’s taken me a long time to recover, and to get here to see you. My 

family’s been watching me like hawks. Got a hug for me?” he cozened, but Ramsey Anne was 

firm. He noticed that she was wearing a mask draped loosely around her chin. 

“No, and there’s no more of that stuff. My husband has been hanging around here lately, too, 

because someone told him about me—well, encouraging customers with you know, a little 

flirting, nothing much meant by it, and I don’t want to get in his bad books, either. No, you’ve 

got to stay away. If you don’t, I can’t help what happens to you, either from the boss or from my 

husband.” And with this, she pushed him away hard with her hand in the middle of his chest 

and slammed the door in his face. 

Danny’s private world away from his family, such as it was, came tumbling down. A little 

flirting? Nothing much meant by it? What could she possibly mean by saying that? 
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Disheartened, he paused, then started out for home again, since there was nowhere else to go 

right now, not this late at night. At the last moment, just as he reached the garden gate, he pulled 

up his mask over his face again. Might as well—he apparently was unloved, or at least was 

jilted. Who would want to see his face now? He’d heard that all the world loved a lover, but 

when the woman herself was so disobliging, what could he expect from anyone else? 

To his great surprise, as he looked up at the house, he noticed that the lights were all on in the 

downstairs area, and he saw his father frowning even at a distance, pacing, and talking on the old 

landline, the cord distractingly wrapping itself around him and frustrating his attempts to get 

free. When he came in at the door, his father’s brow cleared for a moment. He said, 

“Hold on, please. Glad to see you’re home before the wee hours, Daniel. Wait for a few 

minutes until I finish my conversation.” But his father’s tone was serious and severe, and the use 

of Danny’s full name, though in part probably for whomever might accidentally overhear his 

father’s pompous and stuffy attitude (as he thought of it), told him that something big was afoot. 

He wandered as far as the kitchen, where his mother was seated, a worried look on her face; no, 

a downright thoroughly apprehensive look on her face, holding her arms around herself and 

rocking back and forth a little in her anxiety. 

“Oh, Danny, how could you? We didn’t think it of you! Thank God at least Roddy will be 

home soon. If only Andy could come, too! Danny, Danny, Danny! And with this pandemic on, 

and all, too!” 

“What, Mom?” asked the bewildered Danny. Very much against his will, he had been more 

or less towing the line for the past five or six months, and it hadn’t been easy, especially with 

what he had thought of as his fondness for Ramsey Anne and beer. The poker he had acquired a 

healthier respect for, but earlier this evening, at least, he had been looking forward to picking up 
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some extra cash again if he could. Now that he so clearly couldn’t, he would have to make do 

with the small amounts (like the $15 he’d taken with him) that he could purloin from his parents’ 

slush fund. And where could he even spend it, with the pandemic on? Where could he get cheap 

beer? No use to try to bring any home to drink there. 

All of a sudden his timid mother became unusually fierce with him. “We’ve done our best to 

teach you right from wrong, Daniel, and the fact of the matter is that of all our children, you’ve 

been the most disobedient, wayward, and disappointing. I imagine you may think that we can 

easily afford to clean up your affairs for you, but this time you’ve really done it. Now we will 

probably have to support another resident here, and you will be expected to do your duty, young 

man, you can bet on that. No more easy life for you! You’ve shamed us in the community. 

From now on, you’re going to go to school, as least as long as school stays in session here, and 

follow the rules about Covid, and get a good job, if any can be gotten in this climate, and support 

your family.” 

His family? Why should he be in the position of supporting his family? Was his father losing 

his job? Had they found out about what had been going on at Meany’s with Ramsey Anne? But 

no, why should that produce such a fuss? They’d known for a year or more that he’d been going 

there. They hadn’t really accepted it and had constantly lectured in more or less indirect words 

and had mentioned missing monies in his presence in a testing way, but since he had ignored it 

all, they really hadn’t insisted. Why should his penalty for a little drinking and betting and 

flirting (since Ramsey Anne would have it that way) be so final and harsh? 

Abruptly, his father entered the kitchen. His glasses, which had been perched atop of his 

head, he positioned on his face, cleared his throat in a pointed way, and sat down at the table, not 
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addressing Danny, merely gesturing in an angry, restrained way for him to sit down also. 

Flummoxed, Danny did as indicated, while equally speechless. Why were they so angry with 

him? 

His father cleared his throat again. “First of all, the boys, Andy and Roddy, are having some 

unusual restrictions being placed on them because of the Covid. Not that that’s the problem. 

But I could wish to have them both here at this time. Particularly Andy, as he is the oldest. But 

the rules of Hempstead College mean that he must stay there on campus for the foreseeable 

future, with restrictions about how often and where he can go off campus, et cetera. Roddy, on 

the other hand, at Garthmore University, is compelled by the new rules to come home 

immediately and stay home until such time as the Covid ban there is lifted, and things change in 

general. He, we hope, will be able to work remotely on his computer. My job is secure for the 

time being, as I am a senior employee with some background in several different departments 

and skill areas. I haven’t used some of them for a while, but it was the time to call in my chips— 

excuse me for using a vernacular of which I so totally disapprove, I suppose that given my 

audience, it just crept right in.” This was the most ironic his odd and mild father had ever been, 

and he was obviously furious. At Danny! Danny was so startled by this turn of the conversation, 

that his mouth opened and closed several times, as he tried to think of something to deny, but 

since he didn’t know what he was guilty of, it was impossible. He sat and waited. 

His father’s perorations continued to be broken apart each from each by polite and terse little 

coughs, like some peculiar form of punctuation, bulleting almost. Here it came, whatever it was. 

Danny waited, anxious himself now for whatever was about to cause so much change in his life. 

At last, his father came out with it. “When you went away last fall to your brother’s college, 

we just naturally assumed that you were lonesome for your older brothers, and so we more or 
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less tolerated the sudden absence, and the truancy from school, and overlooked the—ahem!—the 

occasional—ahem!—shortage—no, theft, might as well call it what it is, no more beating about 

the bush, the theft from our slush fund account in the kitchen bureau drawer. And when you 

came back off the street from an overnight apparently with a busted ankle, I think we were all 

properly sympathetic—ahem!—no, empathetic, and we took good care of you, and even tried to 

overlook more late nights out once you’d recovered, especially since you said you were out for 

walks for your ankle. Also, just to be frank about the matter, you didn’t come home smelling 

like a—an ahem!—a brewery so very often, in fact, hardly at all, so it was easy to believe that 

you were reforming, were in fact growing up, becoming more mature. I was sorry to find out 

tonight that such was not only not the case, but that you were even hiding a greater crime and 

malfeasance.” His father looked at him and paused. 

Danny was not only thoroughly puzzled; he was totally at sea. For God’s sake, what did they 

think he had done? It was impossible to guess. He looked blankly back at his father. Luckily, 

his father continued, though it still didn’t help bring Danny much light as to the whats, whys, and 

wherefores. 

“You’ll be pleased to know, or quite possibly not, since you’ve kept it even from Andy and 

Roddy, that the unfortunate young lady will be here next week. And you will do what is 

expected of you.” Now his father waited, as if to judge whether Danny got the picture. 

Danny didn’t. He looked back. His mother slapped her weak little fist down on the table and 

shrieked, “Danny! Answer your father!” 

All Danny could muster, after about another minute of exchanging mute glances with both of 

his angry parents, was an honest “What on earth are you talking about?” 
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Now his father, back in tune with his new ironic voice, adopted an instructional tone. “Ah! 
 
You wonder just what we’re talking about. Well, Daniel, as you’ve tried to ignore for at least the 

last several years increasingly, actions have consequences. It may well be that when you used 

your sore ankle, and it couldn’t have been more than sore, considering what we now know, to 

help you gain the sympathies of and seduce another young person, who was also as far as we 

know pretending to be an adult, only a nurses’ aide, after all, you presumed that no one would 

find out. It is your penchant, in fact, for irresponsible behavior which makes this situation all 

worse than it need be. I mean, it would’ve been bad enough as a form of action, but if you were 

going to act like a villain, then perhaps you should’ve assumed the full panoply of a villain, or at 

least been responsible enough to use a little bit of—ahem!—what I believe your generation 

knows as “protection.” Because the young lady, not to mince words, now finds herself in the 

family way, and she is being brought here by her uncle so that you can assume your 

responsibilities. I understand that these days, there are all sorts of other solutions, but not in our 

family, and not apparently either for her uncle.” 

Danny knew that he had never been lucky enough in love yet to do more than sneak a few 

kisses and feels with young women of his own age, and the slightly older Ramsey Anne, and he 

was suddenly defensive and not a little angry himself, with the anger of the often-wrong at being 

suddenly falsely accused. “What young lady??? I never have—I mean, I never—” 

“Don’t lie to your father, Danny.” His mother was now sad and severe, since the words were 

spoken. “Be a man, since you’ve taken the privileges of one.” 

“But I didn’t---I swear—I don’t even know who you’re talking about!” 
 

His father was sardonic again. “Well, that’s funny, Danny. Because even if you have 

forgotten, or don’t have in mind your responsibilities when you act, we do. It so happens that 
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after we rescued you, or thought that we were rescuing you, from your misadventure, we 

published our name and address in the paper in Chansonville—I assume that at least where that 

is hasn’t faded from your mind—and addressed a thank-you note to your—ahem!—what you 

probably regarded as your ‘fling,’ Ursula, since we didn’t know her last name. We thanked her 

and left the message that we would be glad to reimburse her for any expenses she incurred on 

your behalf and thanked her well for her concern. And now this. This is the result of her 

kindness, and her apparent lack of training in the ways of irresponsible young men.” 

Ursula? Ursula who? “She must be an impostor! No, I mean—” His whole web of lies had 

caught him up, and the only way to get free of what seemed somehow to be happening was to 

tell his father and mother the full, unvarnished truth. But just as he had felt offended at the 

wrong of being for once unjustly accused, so his parents, who had been lied to so often, not only 

were likely not to believe him, whom they saw as the source of lies now, but they had been taken 

in by a bigger lie, a huge whopping lie, by someone who was out to get him. So, what should he 

do? He certainly didn’t want to get married, and support someone who seemingly was already 

pregnant by somebody else, and do school at the same time, and put up with the opprobrium of 

his own family which, true, he had despised for all its boring and tedious qualities, but which 

was the source of everything he had to his name. Then, he thought of Ramsey Anne. What 

would she think if she heard? When she heard? And how was he supposed to break ranks with 

his brothers and sisters, all of whom had at least some small secrets from their parents? But then, 

his father had said that Andy and Roddy already knew. Did they believe it, too? Is that the 

conclusion that Andy had drawn from talking to his father, that that crazy rumor was true? Was 

everyone in his family against him? How was he supposed to defend himself? Should he run 

away again? On what? He had only $15. And that, stolen. 
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“She must be an impostor!” He said again. 
 

“Why do you continue to lie? Isn’t the evidence rather strongly against you? It’s very 

upsetting for both me and your mother to witness you—ahem!—lying your head off.” 

Danny lost his temper with all Cuffdom for a moment. “What the bloody hell! What did you 

expect to happen when you published your name and address in an unknown newspaper with a 

‘Come and get it, everyone who wants it’ in the ad? How is that my fault?” 

“You forget that it was your original behavior, not only in leaving home unpredictably, but in 

neglecting to act as you had been taught once you were somewhere else that got you into this 

mess, not our honesty and gratitude in repaying your debt.” 

“I don’t have a debt. There is no woman. She’s an impostor.” 
 

With a roar like Vesuvius, his father raised his voice, yelled, “Liar!” Then, he did something 

he had never done, and slapped Danny hard across the face. So hard, in fact, that it brought tears 

to Danny’s eyes; he hadn’t cried since he was about ten. That was it. It was pointless to 

continue with them. He was going to have to leave home, somehow. Or maybe he could talk to 

Andy, get Andy to see what the real truth had been all along. But where was this Ursula coming 

from? And who was the uncle? The uncle….he thought a minute. 

“You said she has an uncle?” 
 

“Yes, lucky for her, she has a defender. Unlucky for you, I suppose,” his father was looking a 

little bit ashamed of himself for the slap and having yelled, not behaviors at all associated with 

Cuffdom, but he still didn’t apologize, which along with the further insult offended Danny even 

more. But Danny was having additional thoughts now. 

“So, what is the uncle to do with me? Did he say he knows me, or met me?” 
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“He didn’t say, and I didn’t ask him. Mainly, he was concerned with presenting his niece’s 

point of view.” 

“Did he say what his name is? Is it—” he hesitated, realizing that he might’ve been 

outgeneraled, at least temporarily, by a better gambler than he, one to whom he had made fun of 

his family’s characteristics and foibles—“is it Henry, by any chance?” 

His father stiffened, and his mother gasped. “Oh, no, so it is true. And you deceived her 

family, too?” His mother said. 

Danny sighed, and buried his face in his hands, then gingerly avoided doing more, as his face 

was now nearly as sore as his ankle once had been. “No. I don’t know who the hell she is, but I 

never met her. I met him. His name’s Henry Whitcomb, and we played poker together.” There, 

now it was all out. They would either believe him or take someone else’s side. 

His father, though, was still stern. “And why should we believe you? If that’s the kind of 

company you keep. How do we know that you didn’t both play poker and seduce the girl? 

It may make him a less desirable in-law, but it doesn’t lessen his claim.” 
 

Danny was struck now with the sheer Cuffdom and unreasonableness of it all. “What do you 

mean, the kind of company I keep? Half the world plays poker. Just not your half. Some lose 

lots of money, but nobody but you, that I know of, is fool enough to give away money in the 

newspaper to anyone who asks for it. What are you, a charity, or something?” He felt bitter and 

had totally tired of the discussion. He got up and left the table, ignoring his mother’s 

exclamation of his full first and last name, and his father’s: 

“How dare you talk to us in that manner! Come back here, young man. Right now!” 
 

He went on upstairs and started getting ready for bed, mentally making a note of what he 

would have to pack in terms of bare essentials. He wouldn’t have the money to get to Andy,
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so he had to hope that he could call him sometime, to explain, hoping that Andy would be able to 

make his parents see reason and let him live here again. He could hear his parents conferring in 

the kitchen downstairs still, not as quiet as they usually were, and only on the spur of the moment 

did he realize that his roommate Neddy’s soft, somnolent snores were sounding across the room. 

Funny, they had been talking as a family before Andy and Roddy went away this year about the 

fact that Robby should be moved in the bigger bedroom with the other boys now, leaving Daisy 

in a role of honor in “the girl’s room” by herself. He had sort of ignored the discussion at the 

time, regarding it as a minor inconvenience of the kind he was used to with a large family which 

didn’t seem to understand him. He grinned wryly to himself. 

Robby and Neddy would have lots of room, even if Roddy came home. He climbed into bed and 

tried to get some sleep, but he felt wired up and unable to drift off. 

It was while he was trying to turn his head into the pillow and find peace that he suddenly 

heard his father coming upstairs slowly. He actually heard his father sigh outside his door. 

Then, incredibly, he heard the key, which had probably never been used before, turn in the lock. 

He was locked in. So was Neddy. How were they supposed to get out to go if they had to use 

the bathroom? Well, it was late, or rather, early. But what was he, a princess in a castle tower? 

Finally, as he managed to drift off to sleep, surprised at himself that he even could, he thought, 

“After all, they can’t make me marry her. Not in this day and age.” But he wasn’t entirely 

sanguine about the combined force of the cunning of Henry Whitcomb and the idiocy of the 

Cuffs. 

*  *  *  *  *  *  *  *  *  *  *  *  *  *  *  *  *  *  *  *  *  *  *  *  *  *  *  *  *  *  * 

It was a chilly Saturday at the end of April. The Cuff family sat, rather, all but the absent 

Andy sat, in the neatened-up living room in their masks, waiting for the arrival of Ursula and 
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Henry Whitcomb. At least, they assumed her last name was Whitcomb. Henry hadn’t specified 

to Mr. Cuff, who had been his usual naively obliging self in his horror at the supposed outcome 

of Danny’s trip away from home. The travelers were now overdue by about an hour, but Mrs. 

Cuff had insisted that everyone put masks on early and keep them on, since by this time Roddy 

was back among the fold but had only been there a day or so. They also sat at proper distances 

from each other, assuming a form of total equality even for those of them who weren’t out 

among others separately, as Mr. Cuff still had his on-site work. It just seemed easier to assume 

that any one of them might be contagious than to try to work out which of the five siblings and 

the mother and father could be considered safe for them all to be around, if any. 

Roddy, as the eldest sibling present, was enjoying a double blessing: not only was he 

considered an authority in common with his parents to a greater degree than before, when he had 

usually had to share that honored spot with Andy, but he also was feeling a lessening of his 

secret destructive urges which he had confided in Andy about back during the previous summer. 

It’s not that he wanted so much to be destructive, he realized now, but that he had a longing for 

drama; now that drama in plenty was being provided and didn’t endanger Daisy, whom they had 

always all protected from herself as much as from chance and circumstance, he felt no immediate 

need to puncture the garden hose, leave the coffee pot on the boil to char the remains of the 

liquid, or do anything else of that nature. 

The three youngest children had been told only that they were about to meet Danny’s fiancée, 

and Daisy and Robby were playing at being coy and knowing, giggling and punching each 

other’s arms though repeatedly being forbidden to touch, and smirking at Danny, which made 

him scowl in a ferocious manner. Neddy, as usual, was more occupied with some candy he’d 

somehow managed to swipe from the larder; smuggling it in under his mask was a problem, and 



159  

chewing the chocolate-covered caramel drops without being caught. For him, Danny’s situation 

was a fine diversion that kept his parents busy while he entertained himself with each drop 

solemnly and slowly, looking around so as not to be detected, then slipping his stained hands 

under his mask, wetting them with saliva, and as surreptitiously as possible wiping them on his 

once-clean hankie. Since he was not talking and was sitting still in between chocolate drops, he 

managed to evade his parents’ attention for the time being. 

Danny, as the star of the show willy-nilly, had been made to wear his Sunday suit, which his 

mother had pressed more than once with a damp cloth over it to get out every last wrinkle. He 

had flatly refused, however, to wear a tie, and even had the nerve to shove his father’s hands 

aside when Mr. Cuff attempted to tie it for him. Being as the one hard slap on the face from the 

night Danny had last come home late was on both their minds, Danny’s as a means of making his 

father feel guilty and less assertive, and Mr. Cuff’s as an overreaching of parental authority 

which he strenuously regretted, the question of the tie was put in abeyance, though Mr. Cuff told 

Danny somewhat weakly that it would be something he would have to wear to church. Danny 

just laughed long, loud, and bitterly, which made everyone look apprehensive, even those in the 

room who were too young to know what exactly he was overwrought about. “Church nothing!” 

he retorted. “I won’t do it. I’m not gonna marry some ditz I never even met, and certainly never 

fuc—” But Mr. Cuff and Mrs. Cuff both started talking at once, not to much purpose, but 

managing to drown out the offensive forthcoming word. 

Even Robby grinned when he got the gist of Danny’s remark, feeling now that he had a 

handle on some of what was happening, though why it was happening he still didn’t know. 

Roddy squinted at Danny as if wondering why, or what, or where, or how, et cetera, the facts had 

led his parents to impose this strange punishment, if that’s what it was, but being as he had been 
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coached in the remotest way about the specifics by Mr. and Mrs. Cuff and hadn’t been allowed 

much contact with Danny alone, though Danny had made concerted noises to him in a 

disorganized fashion about things not being real or true, he settled down to enjoy the scene, not 

actually believing that his parents would end up going through with it. Neddy’s eyes widened at 

the suppressed word, and he stopped chewing for a second, then he looked over at Daisy to see if 

she had caught Danny’s verbal attack on the spirit of Cuffdom. But Daisy, who perhaps hadn’t 

heard the remark, or perhaps was merely admiring her shiny new shoes, was sighing and looking 

down at the floor, maybe even a little bored with something that didn’t feature her as the main 

attraction. 

Next, before any of them had seen or heard a preliminary motor, there came a rattle, a bang, 

and the sound of a slamming door. “Okay, here they are,” said Mr. Cuff. “Remember, all of you 

hang back and let us greet them first. And remember your masks and your social distances. And 

I know that normally we shake hands, but not now, not until this pandemic is over.” The senior 

Cuffs went towards the door. The three youngest children, even Neddy, who was disposing of 

the last of his candy by stuffing it all in his mouth in his parents’ absence, ran to the two large 

windows and looked out. 

Danny sat, his arms folded against his chest in a good imitation of Ghenghis Khan refusing to 

pardon a subject, his face warlike and proud, his chin tucked into his neck, his suit straining 

against its seams, so emphatic was his gesture. In a token of support, Roddy smiled gingerly at 

him, said “Oh, for God’s sake, what’s the big deal? Can’t she adopt it out, or something? Can’t 

Dad give them money? What are you going to do?” 
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Danny whispered, fierce and defiant, not changing his posture, “I didn’t get her pregnant! I 

don’t even know who this person is! And you know—you know—well, I know I give the 

impression of being a man of the world sometimes, but—I never—I haven’t—” 

But at about this time, he got a glance at the young woman who was being helped from the 

back seat of the cab, for it was the cab belonging to Jamie, Henry’s friend, and Jamie who was 

driving. Jamie just sat there, apparently satisfied with the role of humble cab driver, but Henry 

was much different from the Henry Whitcomb Danny had last seen in Chansonville. Henry was 

neatly shaven and clean, though his suit wasn’t exactly new. His wispy hair was trimmed closed 

to his head. He also wore brown shoes with his gray suit, which even Danny knew was a 

mistake. His shirt was a pale pink, a bad choice with the rest of his attire, Danny thought, but the 

cleanliness was the astounding thing. He had counted on Henry to turn up looking as he had in 

Chansonville at the apartment building where he lived if he even had the nerve to turn up at all. 

It turned out, though, that he did have the nerve, and here he was. Still, Danny’s eyes travelled 

in amazement, no, shock, to the young woman again, the woman several years his senior, by all 

appearances, whose face was as familiar to him nearly as his own, and whose belly was 

distended in the latter stages of pregnancy. But he had just seen her a week or two ago, and 

she—had he neglected to notice? No, she wouldn’t have been at Meany’s that pregnant! And 

besides, she had a husband. 

Danny’s face whitened, his mouth fell open, and he stood there, just staring. The young 

woman looked up at him, and then, evidently identifying him somehow as the “mark” of this 

scam, made a kissing moue with her mouth, held up one hand, and wiggled the fingers at him 

flirtatiously. 

It was Ramsey Anne! Somehow---maybe she had one of those fake belly things on that they 

used in Hollywood now, he thought. How? And why? He was in the middle of trying to 
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communicate these ideas to Roddy, but Roddy shushed him and pointed to the other three 

siblings in front of him, who were now getting an eyeful of the disembarkation as well as an 

earful of his frantic denials. 

Henry, who evidently either was out of touch with Covid restrictions or just ignored them, 

had no mask on, as neither did either of the other two; Henry held out a hand to Mr. Cuff to 

shake. Mr. Cuff grimaced and explained something, whereupon Henry swept an arm gallantly 

towards the Cuffs and smiled with grace. If it was possible for that face to reflect grace, Danny 

thought. Ramsey Anne, or her pregnant incarnation, was meanwhile gesturing for her uncle to 

get something from the back seat which a moment later turned out to be a huge suitcase, and next 

a large bassinette. The latter even from the window looked packed full of various little articles in 

pastel colors. The third and final package made Danny shudder, and Roddy laugh outright when 

he saw Danny’s face: it was a plastic container of paper diapers, all ready for use. 

Danny, thoroughly confused now, sank back into his chair across the room. “Not yours, eh?” 

playfully mocked his elder brother. “Wow, when you do a thing---” Then Roddy noticed that 

the youngest three were watching and listening to them and seeming to show some sense of 

disbelief and amazement as well. 

“Is Danny going to have a baby?” asked Daisy. “Can I hold it?” 

“Well, somebody’s going to have a baby,” said Roddy, still amused. 

Meanwhile, Danny was saying, almost to himself, “I don’t understand! It’s impossible. I just 

saw her—” 

Roddy said, “Well, maybe she’s having twins, or something. You realize you just convicted 

yourself out of your own mouth.” 
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This was a little deep for the two youngest, although Neddy looked alert and careful, 

listening, cautious. 

“No, but you don’t understand! That’s not Ursula. I mean, as far as I know, there is no 

Ursula. That’s—that’s—well, that’s someone else.” 

“Pitching it a bit strong, aren’t you, Danny? How many girls—” Then, Roddy stopped as he 

noticed that all three of the siblings were looking back and forth from their conversation to the 

scene outside the window. 

Meanwhile, Henry was outside explaining something himself now, and Mr. Cuff was 

frowning as if not quite satisfied with the explanation. Finally, he strode back toward the house, 

leaving a shy Mrs. Cuff to put on her warmest face of welcome to the erring young woman and 

step a little closer toward her, patting her on the arm and then apparently realizing that she had 

made a Covid faux pas. She drew her hand back and gestured towards the house, then 

awkwardly went back to stand on the porch. When the door opened, an irritable Mr. Cuff 

stepped through and said “Danny, Roddy, come and carry Miss Whitcomb’s things upstairs. 

We’re going to put her in the guest room for now as planned; probably she would appreciate 

some rest. It would appear that Uncle Henry has to get back to work tomorrow and can’t stay 

over. He says he can’t even stay here for a meal or to get acquainted a bit. But oddly enough, he 

would like to talk to Danny a moment, in private, he says.” Mr. Cuff’s having called Henry 

Whitcomb “Uncle Henry,” almost in his recently developed new ironic manner, suggested that 

he thought that Henry wasn’t acting very much like a near relative at all. If he had thought 

otherwise, he would have referred to him, the perceptive Roddy felt sure, as “Mr. Whitcomb.” 

But Danny stood his ground a little desperately, though sensing that his father was not likely 

to let him discuss much in front of the younger children. “She’s not named Ursula! Dad, it’s a 
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put-up job, a scam. I didn’t get anyone—in that state. Her name is something entirely different. 

You’ve got to listen to me!” 

His father, with a weary expression, said “Danny, I’ve listened before, but you’re not making 

any sense. If at some point she hid her real name from you and said it was Princess Buttercup, 

that’s about what you deserved for having in turn deceived her. Her uncle just said that she was 

his niece, Miss Whitcomb. He said she liked to be called Ursula. He wants to talk to you, so 

make it snappy. I’ve got a headache from all this, and I want to sit down in my chair and put a 

wet cloth on my head. Take her stuff up for her and aid her to get up the stairs. It’s the least you 

can do. Your mother will bring her a tray up, since in that particular condition, Ursula probably 

doesn’t feel like coming back down right away for lunch.” He paused again, spurred his two 

hesitant older sons along with a shooing gesture made towards the door, and waited for them to 

step in front of him. As he passed by the staircase across from the front door, he gave it a glance, 

sighed, and said, “Thank goodness we had really sturdy wide treads put in. At least there’s no 

danger of falling.” 

When the boys went out, Roddy dutifully going up and, as the other children could see 

through the window where they stood transfixed, showing Henry Whitcomb an elbow bump, 

which made Whitcomb throw back his head and laugh, Danny instead approached obliquely. He 

didn’t pick up any of the three items the apparent Miss Whitcomb had brought with her, but 

instead gave her a close glance, stared, then ignored her lavish smile at him and walked around 

to where Roddy stood with Henry, a few feet behind the rear of the car. This caused Roddy to 

draw tactfully apart. He went toward the bassinette and diaper pack, saying over his shoulder to 

Danny, “Hey, I’ll take this stuff up while you talk. You can carry the suitcase up later when you 

come in. Unless you want me to make a second trip.” 
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In a grim tone, Danny responded, “No, I think I want to talk to Henry alone for a bit.” He 

glanced behind him, saw that his father was standing waiting none too patiently with his hands 

on his hips on the porch, and turned back to Henry, who by this time was already ready to make 

his escape back around the rear of the car to the front passenger seat again. 

“Can’t stay to talk too long now, Danny. We’ve all got to pay the price, you know.” 
 

Danny had had enough. “What price??” he exploded. “There’s no Ursula. No Ursula! What 

you’re doing with Ramsey Anne Beauford in your car, and her belly full of someone else’s 

goods, I don’t know, but I’m not going to take responsibility for something I didn’t do!” He 

stopped a moment, glanced at her, where she stood a little to one side, hanging her head 

demurely in a manner which belied by everything he knew of her type of woman (and he 

realized now that he hadn’t known nearly enough to keep himself out of trouble). “If that’s even 

a real pregnancy and not a—what do you call it—a prosthetic. Where do you even get the 

nerve?” Luckily, he had a little bit more time to hash this out with Henry, because he looked 

over and saw his father turned back to his mother, where she stood at the door, consulting with 

him about something. But he didn’t imagine they would stay there for long, especially not when 

they might happen to notice that he was angrily upbraiding a man with whom, for their own 

peculiar reasons, they had formed an alliance against him. 

In soothing tones, but mockingly at the same time, like a man getting up from the poker table 

not only with all the winnings but also with a good weapon or friend to back him up, Henry said 

“I get it. What’s got you so upset, in spite of the girl being so overwhelmingly pretty, and 

needing a hero like you, just like you told me about wanting to be for her—well, for her twin 

sister, anyway?  This is Beth Anne Whitcomb, Ramsey Anne Whitcomb that-was-before-

marriage is her twin.  I gues it’s that you don’t see quite how all this happened. And I am in the 



166  

happy position of being able to enlighten you. Now, Danny, you know that there are just some 

cards that are too irresistible not to play when they fall into your hands. These were them: Jamie’s 

daughter, Beth Anne, was gotten in this condition you see her in by no matter who, at least rest 

assured it wasn’t a village idiot, because he had the sense to lose himself quick, before Jamie paid 

him back. 

     “Jamie and I were trying to figure out just what to do about it, how to help the unfortunate 

young lady to support herself or take necessary steps, but you know how some women are soft-

hearted and all, and wouldn’t do just what you or I might, well, if men, hard-hearted men ever got 

pregnant, well, the short story is that just about that time, I draw a fourth ace out of the deck in the 

shape of guess who? You! You don’t seem to know Beth Anne, when you come moaning and 

moping and crying about your busted ankle smack-dab in front of my door, but you tell me all 

about Ramsey Anne, whom you love so much. Now, I know that she’s too fond of her husband to 

play him false, but I think, well, maybe this loving lad will listen to reason, and marry up with 

Beth Anne, who after all looks exactly the spitting image of Ramsey Anne. I mean, they’re more 

identical than even the usual identical twins. But you know, even the best hand requires not only 

strategy, but also more luck. My ‘more luck’ came in the way of your folks being so generous, so 

very, very generous, and a bit goofy, as you had told me about already, to mention all the 

circumstances of your fall and your family name and address but referring the rescue to someone 

named ‘Ursula.’ Well, now here came the strategy, which you had also been a part of: I 

remembered that we had talked about what to tell them, how it was just some nice person who 

had rescued you, and Chansonville not being a big place and given the dates and all, I felt sure it 

was you being described. And there we were! So, I just waited for a few months, bided my time, 

watched the newspapers from here in Rechton, your hometown, though truth to tell, I didn’t 

worry too much about you getting married to someone else you being still fairly young 
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and in love you know, yadda, yadda, yadda. And here we all are. And if you’re the smart lad I 

think you are, and want to stay out of trouble, you’ll marry and settle down and make the best of 

things.” 

Danny was not only outraged at this calm retelling of Henry’s perfidy, but pugnacious. He 

stuck his chin out in the time-honored gesture of a man about to pick a fight who felt he had 

reason on his side. “Oh, yeah? And what are you going to do about it if I don’t, you sonofabitch 

twister, you?” 

Henry’s expression suddenly changed. He seemed totally unimpressed by Danny’s glare and 

his greater height and younger strength. In fact, his steel gray eyes were icy. “You know, Jamie 

does happen to be, well, not my brother, exactly, but one of my favorite cousins. And sisters are 

sisters, after all. This is about where Ramsey Anne comes in. And you may know Meany’s in a 

way, but you probably don’t know it nearly as well as you think you do. They like young sports 

like you, because young sports, if they live long enough, become old sports. And if they don’t, 

well, chances are that they ran across the wrong person or people at Meany’s. Ramsey Anne 

tells a tale about some young man she saw marking cards. She can always tell Meany that it 

happened and she was watching the game, just to see how much the cheater would rack up and 

owe. And if she told that, it would not only be the cost of the game, your life would likely be 

forfeit to a certain number of the players there, and I know you’ve surely seen Meany’s big 

shotgun that he keeps behind the counter by now. So, you see, I’ve got all the important cards.” 

He grinned at Danny and gave his best imitation of Roddy’s elbow bump, which Mr. Cuff, now 

stepping down off the porch and coming towards them, was free to interpret as a goodwill 

gesture. 

“And what’s Meany going to think about Ramsey Anne taking all this time to tell him about 

something she’ll have to say she saw last summer?” 
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“Oh, you know, spoke to him, asked him not to do it again, made him give the money back to 

put in the till, continued to watch him, caught him dealing off the bottom of the deck, saw 

marked cards again, hated to turn a young customer in. Some women are so soft-natured. 

Meany knows probably just how many players are attracted there by his staff. And honor among 

thieves, you know, to some extent: Ramsey Anne knows some things about Meany that she’s 

keeping on the Q-T too. So, Danny, I hope you’ll be happy, send me an announcement, I’ll send 

you a gravy boat and later a pair of blue booties.” 

Danny looked up to find that his father had been within earshot of the last sentence. He said 

bitterly, “What makes you think they’ll be blue?” 

Henry Whitcomb, not to be outdone, answered, “Oh, she had that test, you know, amnio- 

something. It’s a boy.” 

Danny, who felt overcome with bad luck, still had a few odd feelings that didn’t fit in with the 

rest. For one, he noticed that his father’s face perked up at the mention of a grandson; Danny, on 

the contrary, could not care less about what sex his supposed offspring was, but it confirmed his 

opinion of Cuffdom that his father would. And maybe that would make it easier to pick up and 

leave town when he got ready to go. That was as far as his thought would go right now. 

Just before Henry got in the car to leave, at the very moment he had his hand on the passenger 

door, the remaining three young Cuffs came racing out, looking at him a little askance, but 

grouping shyly around Beth Anne, or Ursula, as Danny was wondering if he would have to call 

her. Mr. Cuff was stern with the confused Danny, and said, “Look lively, Daniel, take your 

fiancée’s suitcase up, and then you can come down and walk her up to her room. You and she 

may have a few things to say to each other but be polite and leave her time to rest. I imagine 
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that in this rattletrap cab, even the trip from someplace as relatively close as Chansonville was no 

picnic. I’ll say goodbye to Uncle Henry and pay off the driver.” 

Danny got exasperated at this. How like his father to pay the driver as well, when that was 

really one of Henry’s responsibilities, the greatest of which he was already unloading on the 

Cuffs and Danny himself. “Dad, there’s no need to pay the driver! It’s Jamie, the guy who 

drove me back to Andy’s dorm, and he is actually Beth—Ursula’s—” 

But here Danny’s father gave him a disapproving glance at the same moment as Henry 

smoothly said, “Let me stop you right there, Danny. We’re none of us rich, you know, and I for 

one would appreciate the gesture, as I have been supporting your new wife for the last several 

months. Six, to be exact. Your father is a kind and a good man, and you could take a page from 

his book. How else will you ever teach your son or daughter anything?” 

Danny was determined not to be outdone in everything, however, and this last caught his 

attention. “Ah-ah! I thought you said it was definitely a boy. Now you say son or daughter. 

Which is it, you shyster, you?” 

Henry laughed, not at all outmaneuvered. “Well, in the nature of things it’s most likely to be 

either one or the other, Danny. Not to worry. I fancy once you and Ursula get your little 

conversation done, you’ll be just fine. And don’t forget our little talk; a guy can learn a lot from 

men older and wiser than him, like me and your father here.” This was obviously a veiled 

renewal of the threat about Meany’s, but by this time, Mr. Cuff was approaching Henry 

Whitcomb while withdrawing his wallet from his pocket and creasing it open. 

Danny got angry again, but the only thing he could think of was to come up with a totally 

useless grammatical reproach. “You probably mean ‘older and wiser than he,’ you illiterate 

bastard, you!” He then turned and made for the porch in the ensuing well of silence, 
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which his mother broke from her waiting position there by saying, “Danny! Language! And 

don’t be rude to people who are trying to help you along.” 

“Help themselves to more of your and Dad’s money is what it is,” Danny said, dragging the 

huge suitcase, which was as heavy as it looked, up to the porch and through the front door. His 

mother followed him to nag and cajole, and presently to go and prepare a tray for Beth Anne, 

after she’d left him alone at the foot of the stairs with another useless reproach or two. He went 

up grumbling things which would only have been helpful if they had been properly parsed and 

put in orderly form at the very beginning of Danny’s trial against slander, so for the time being, 

slander won. He disappeared around the newel post at the top of the stairs and made off towards 

the guest room along the landing next to what was still for now Daisy’s and Robby’s room. 

Meanwhile, as Mr. Cuff concluded his payment arrangements with Henry and finally at last 

the cab clattered off down the road, Daisy was continuing her shy adoration of the woman they 

were all thinking of as Ursula, the wronged heroine of the tale. She put out a shy hand and asked 

Beth Anne, 

“Can I touch it?” 
 

Beth Anne, who basically liked children, wasn’t proof against Daisy’s own charms, and said, 

“Of course.” She took Daisy’s hand and placed it on the pregnancy bump, then said. “She’s not 

kicking now. Maybe another time before she’s born you can feel that.” 

Mr. Cuff, who happened to overhear, said “Wait, I thought your Uncle Henry said it was a 

boy. Not that it matters, we’ll love you both anyway,” and he blushed at this sudden verbal 

intimacy with the woman whom he planned to make his daughter-in-law, but felt it had to be 

said. 
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Beth Anne said, “Well, that’s Henry.” And she looked back down at the children without 

further explanation. 

Mr. Cuff said, “Oh.” It was the most succinct he’d been since the beginning of this 

enterprise; he said then only, “I’ll go get Danny. He’ll walk you up. We thought you might want 

to rest and have a tray in your room this afternoon. Maybe get a nap, and so on. He’ll be here in 

a bit.” And he turned back and went towards the house to hurry Danny along. 

The inquisitive Daisy continued, “When are you going to let it out from under your dress?” 
 

Robby and Neddy, who as boys couldn’t confess to a desire actually to touch the bump, were 

both hanging around kicking rocks and listening. They giggled and chortled now at Daisy, and 

Robby put his face up to Daisy’s and said, “You’re dumb, Dais. That’s not where it is. It’s—” 

and he pulled her nearest ear close and whispered in it. 

“I know that” Daisy said, “but I didn’t want to be uncivilized.” This was one of her mother’s 

infrequent reproaches to the siblings when someone was coarse; it hadn’t until recently happened 

very often that she had to use the word “uncivilized,” not until the supposedly guilty Danny had 

begun struggling against what was clearly becoming his fate. 

Even Beth Anne giggled a moment, but she held out her hand and took Daisy’s, and asked, 

“Do you think you’ll like being her aunt, Daisy? What are all your names, anyway? You’ll 

probably have to tell me a lot, I’m not really, really smart or anything, like I bet you all are.” 

Daisy, emboldened as spokesperson because her hand was being held, pointed and said, 

“That’s Robby, and he’s just ahead of me, and that’s Neddy, and he’s just ahead of him. And 

then, there’s Danny, you know Danny because you’re getting married.” This was ironically an 

exact statement of the case, since although the usual formula would’ve been “You’re getting 

married because you know Danny (and presumably love him),” the reversal was the case.       
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Beth Anne for a moment looked a little wistful at just this thought, which contradicted her 

supposition that she wasn’t much of a deep thinker. She was young and resilient and optimistic, 

however, so she blinked away a lone tear that had started from one eye when she thought that 

really, Danny wasn’t that bad. 

But Daisy was waiting, and the boys surreptitiously were too, for the answer to Daisy’s 

question. She said, “Soon, very soon. Any day now, really. Maybe tomorrow you can come up 

and help me fold some baby clothes, and put stuff away, if there’s room.” 

“Oh, there’s room,” Neddy said, which made both of his siblings look at him in surprise, 

because he rarely noticed anything that wasn’t for eating or drinking. “Mom put you in the guest 

room, and it’s as large as Mom’s and Dad’s room. I think Danny’s coming in with you once 

you’re married,” he said, his new loyalty as swain to his brother’s apparent fiancée causing him 

to reveal  conversation he’d heard his mother and father having in secret when he was lurking in 

a corner of the pantry waiting for his chance to get at the breakfast pastries. “And Robby is 

coming in with me and Roddy—oh, Daisy, you forgot to tell Ursula about Roddy and Andy.” 

“Well, Roddy was the old one who came out first and carried in some of your stuff. And 

Andy is away at school. Did you meet him there, where he went to school? Your uncle said that 

that’s where you and Danny met,” Daisy wanted to appear conversant with the whole situation as 

much as possible now that she had been acknowledged as an aunt. “Andy and Roddy usually 

sleep in with Neddy and Danny—” 

“Oh, no, I hope the whole house isn’t being rearranged just for my benefit,” said Beth Anne, 

not entirely truthfully, because it was a little bit flattering after the off-hand and callous treatment 

her own family had given her. 
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“No, Mom and Dad had already decided to let Daisy have her own room because she’s a girl 

and Robby is old enough to be in with us other boys now,” the suddenly loquacious Neddy 

continued. “But Danny will be coming in with you later, once you’ve settled down, Mom said.” 

And just as abruptly, he dried up as a fount of information. He was feeling in his pocket for a 

stray jaw breaker he thought he’d left there, when Mr. Cuff—scowling and furious, and 

preceding an equally hostile and angry Danny—came out and informed the children that their 

lunch was ready and that they needed to leave Danny and “Ursula” alone now. Reluctantly, the 

three youngest children went inside, and Mr. Cuff turned to Danny, formal and irritable. 

“I expect good behavior, Daniel. This is your situation, but if you don’t handle it well, there 

will be consequences. You are expected to continue to do your homework and go to classes, and 

as soon as is feasible to get at least a part-time job. Since you’re feeling so much frustration with 

being called upon to be a family man, having put yourself in that situation, perhaps your other 

duties will occupy a lot of your time. And conversely, if you find working so hard for a change 

onerous, then having a kind and sympathetic helpmate to come home to may make it all easier.” 

He then turned to Beth Anne, and said, “I’m not your uncle or your own father, but I will 

shortly be your father-in-law, and I’m the one in charge here. If Danny doesn’t treat you well or 

as you feel you have a right to expect, try to discuss it with him first and give him a chance. If 

that doesn’t work, come to me or Mrs. Cuff. She’s ‘Abigail,’ by the way, and I’m Jeremiah; you 

can call me Jerry, like my fellow employees at work do. What’s expected of you is basically that 

you remain faithful to Danny and try to make your marriage with him work, just as is expected 

of him. Also, once the baby is born, when you’re not taking care of it, then you might help Mrs. 

Cuff, Abigail, out around the house a little. Later on, if you want to pursue a job or continue 

your career into nursing, then we could talk about further schooling. We want ideally for you to 
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consider yourself a part of the family now, and I think you’ll get the hang of how things work 

around here with only a little observation. You seem to be a well-behaved young lady as much 

as I’ve seen of you so far, though—well, the situation as it started is water over the dam, I guess. 

Just try to be happy and comfortable here, and we’ll all hope and strive for the best.” He patted 

her arm, gave her a formal half-embrace of welcome as Mrs. Cuff had done, and then turned 

again to Danny, who had reassumed his Ghenghis Khan posture from earlier, waiting for his 

father to finish making a fool of himself over a grifter (as he termed it to himself in his own 

thoughts). “Don’t keep her standing out here, Daniel. Bring her in and make her comfortable. 

We’ll go to the church in a week or two, I’ve already spoken to Reverend Parker. Or, seeing as 

how—” he blushed again, and gestured vaguely at Beth Anne’s physical self—“seeing as how 

things are so, well, so far along, maybe it would be more comfortable for the reverend to come 

here. That way, no one would be on their feet for extended periods of time. It’ll be a simple 

ceremony anyway, just a few moments, enough to make things right and proper—” he seemed 

then to notice that he was the one keeping Beth Anne standing, and he said, “Okay, well, I’m 

going in now. See you two later, inside.” And he turned and went in, after one more warning 

look at Danny. 

“Why the hell didn’t you just get an abortion? Why drag a total stranger like me into this?” 

Danny exploded, as soon as his father was out of earshot. 

Beth Anne said, “Because I’m not sure that I believe in abortions, and I did what my dad and 

Henry wanted me to do. They’ve always provided for me as much as anybody did, and I owe 

them that. Besides, you’re not coming too badly out of the deal. I’m a hard worker, and I think 

that will show in time. And I know a lot of little things about love, Danny.” She looked at him 

with a come-hither look in her eye, then stroked his face gently with one soft fingertip. Against 
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his will, he felt a response to her, but he jerked away and told himself that that was just because 

she looked exactly like Ramsey Anne except for some details such as her pregnancy. 

“Yeah, well, you seem to have forgotten or never to have known the main thing about love, 

which is how not to get yourself pregnant!” 

“Takes two to tango, Danny. As you’ll find out, if you give me a chance.” 
 

“I’ve already been part of a big family myself. I don’t want a pack of sorry kids hanging 

around my neck and a wife who’s always pregnant.” Danny started walking for the porch at a 

rapid pace, leaving her to follow if she could, and she said, 

“You’re not going to be constantly rude to me in front of your family, are you, Danny? 
 
You’re a handsome guy, and I’m not bad-looking by what men tell me. Don’t you like me at all? 

Don’t you think I’m pretty? I’m not always this fat, you know.” 

“Like you?” Danny was bitter. “I don’t even know you. And why should I care how you 

look? I’m not going to marry you.” 

“I look just like Ramsey Anne, Danny. And I can be anyone you want me to be, anyone at 

all.” 

“For starters, I’m not going to carry on the myth that your name is Ursula. You can find a 

way to tell my folks what your real name is for the short time you’re here; whatever it actually 

is,” he finished by muttering with venomous resentment. 

“We could make a sweet little family. I won’t ask much of you. Henry says your family can 

help support us.” 

“The question doesn’t come up; they can’t make me marry you, and I’m not gonna. And as 

far as Ramsey Anne goes, if I had known what she’s really like, I’d never have ever had anything 

at all to do with her. You’re just a bunch of scam artists and grifters.” 
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She giggled, not at all upset or offended. Her face softened in a way that was almost 

appealing, and Danny had to remind himself that not only was this not her twin sister, but that 

that sister was as dishonest and conniving as Henry was. “You’re one to talk! Stealing money 

from your folks all the time to go to Meany’s and play poker. Say, listen, for all you know, you 

might have had me there with you some night in Ramsey Anne’s place. She and I used to 

exchange places and fool people all the time when we were younger. Ramsey Anne and Beth 

Anne.” 

“Goddamn you!” Danny swore. “Did you do that? Did you do that to me?” 
 

“No, I’m not much of a one for poker. I’m not interested in cards. You’ve probably wasted a 

lot of money that way. And you know, I don’t flirt as much as Ramsey Anne.” 

“Couldn’t prove it by me,” Danny was gruff. “What was all that kissing and waving through 

the window to me when I was inside?” 

She sighed and explained as if to a child. “Look, Danny, I had to support Henry’s story. I’m 

caught in a cleft stick here. My dad, Jamie, can’t support me, and I certainly don’t want to get 

stuck with old Henry: he’s supported me for a bit, and he’s family, but I know him well enough 

to know that he’d sell me in a minute to the cheapest bidder for any purpose at all. Better to let 

him think he’s pulled a successful scam. Don’t worry, Henry won’t be back. And unless you are 

stupid enough to go to Meany’s again just to bitch at Ramsey Anne or something, no one else 

has to know the difference. We can make things up as we go along. I think I can make you 

happy; why don’t you give me a chance?” 

“Why should I have to live a lie for the rest of my life because you’re caught in a cleft stick, 

as you call it?” 
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“Because like it or not, Henry has you in a tight spot, too. Until you go away from here, 

you’re in trouble, or at least in some danger, from Meany’s and that crowd, unless you stay away 

and keep your nose clean. And if you don’t play the game my way, then I can’t—and won’t— 

play it yours. Look, think of it as a romance, our special romantic meeting. Boy falls and busts 

his ankle, nurses’ aide rescues him—” 

He snorted. “Nurses’ aide, my foot!” 
 

“Oh, don’t worry, Henry took care of that too. He enrolled me in a short class at the 

vocational school in Chansonville that should help me out if anyone ever asks about my skills.” 

Beaten on all fronts, at least for the time being, Danny just grunted sourly. It was in fact 

sourly, because he hadn’t eaten, and the grunt caused an untimely belch, which embarrassed him 

for reasons he couldn’t define; Beth Anne just laughed. That made him think of something else 

with which to put her in her place, however. “Here, here’s your mask. Wear it all the time, at 

least until you need to wash it. We have other, paper masks for use when yours is in the 

laundry.” 

“Got to, eh?” she asked sympathetically. 
 

“Yeah. I guess you thought you were coming to a picnic and it was all going to be clear 

sailing,” Danny jeered, mixing his metaphors but knowing what he meant. 

“I didn’t know what to expect. I’m very pleasantly surprised. This is a really pretty mask; 

where did you get it?” she asked, holding up the rose-patterned, green-leafed cotton two-layered 

mask. She slipped it on awry, under her nose, and he impatiently tugged it up into place. She 

grinned knowingly at him; she’d got him to touch her. He jerked his hands away and went back 

to the conversation. He hadn’t expected her to be so tricky. 
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“My mother made it for you. She and Dad are glad to have another girl here. Or something. 

Or maybe they’re baby-crazy; it’s been a while since Daisy was small. Anyways, it won’t be 

long before you’ll break some unwritten rule or other or say or do something ‘inappropriate’; 

then you’ll see just how much fun it is being a Cuff.” 

“Oh, so I am going to be a Cuff?” 
 

“You know what I mean. You’ll probably give up the ghost before I do.” Then, he thought 

of something else. “And I’m not going to call you Ursula. I’m probably—” he stressed this 

word, as if it amounted to a real threat, which both of them knew it didn’t—“I’m probably not 

going to tell them anything about Ramsey Anne and you, or Meany’s, at least not now, but I am 

going to tell them that your real name is Beth Anne. I won’t play theatre with you.” He felt this 

was setting his foot down as much as he could for being the new man in the house, and he was 

looking at the ground in his determination not to be swayed on this point, and so didn’t see her 

laughing at him silently. It wasn’t a malicious laugh, but she was about four years older, and a 

little bit smarter in these things than he was. It seemed best to let him have his way. After all, 

pregnant women and girls were known to take strange fancies, at least in the common myths. 

“Suit yourself. I’ll just say I’ve always liked the name Ursula or something; that way, it all 

makes sense.” 

“Oh, yeah, absolute nonsense always has to make sense.” But he had salvaged at least a tiny 

portion of his pride. He was furthermore beginning to get the notion about her that she wasn’t all 

bad, as much as he wouldn’t have admitted it to her or to his family. But her twin Ramsey Anne, 

now—she was beyond the pale from now on. No sisterly visits, no phone calls…he made a 

mental note to mention these restrictions to Beth Anne when they were at a negotiating point 
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again, but as he was helping her up the stairs and he heard his mother coming along with the 

tray, he figured his strength was in fighting one foe at a time. 

He waited until they had settled her in the easy chair in the guest room with the tray table in 

front of her that his mother always kept there. There was so much of Beth Anne in front now 

that she barely fit in behind the table. But Mrs. Cuff persisted until the table was comfortable, 

and then stood there smiling, apparently at nearly having a daughter-in-law, and at Danny’s 

gradually developing biddability, as it appeared. Her smile disappeared the next moment when 

he said, bluntly, 

“By the way, Mom, I have something to tell you. Her name isn’t Ursula, it’s Beth Anne. 
 
Beth Anne; got that? Ursula was just a ruse.” 

 
His mother looked confused. “A what? A ruse for what?” 

 
“I just have always preferred to be called Ursula; Beth Anne seems so country, you know? 

But men! It’s as Danny will have it. He knows me as Beth Anne, so I have to call myself that. 

Don’t tell me that expecting mothers are the only ones to take fancies—what about expectant 

fathers?” And she grinned broadly at Mrs. Cuff from behind her mask, so that it reached her 

eyes. 

Mrs. Cuff’s bewilderment ceased, and she blushed a little. They were already made up and 

flirting with each other in front of her!  Danny wasn’t very good at it, but as far as his mother 

knew, Ursula—no, Beth Anne, was his first serious girlfriend. Danny saw this interpretation on 

her face as clearly as if she had said it aloud, and he swore under his breath. He just couldn’t 

win, at least not right now. But maybe two could play at that game, he thought. 

“Well, you enjoy your lunch; I’ll leave you to rest, dear, and get out of your hair.” His 

mother didn’t seem even to notice that the “dear” was said in a particularly venomous tone, in 
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fact she seemed to be totally tone-deaf. She giggled and pushed Danny out the door in front of 

her, and went down the stairs with him, talking to him and babbling all sorts of nonsensical plans 

about the future. It seemed to him that unless he got away soon, it was going to be impossible to 

escape this trap at all. 

10 
 

For a week and a few days, Danny bided his time, never seeming to find the perfect moment 

to whisk himself away from the cautious restrictions and rules put down by his parents for his 

conduct. The very last evening that he was able to stomach, however, he’d tried to call Andy 

and talk to him, but Andy was in a hurry for a study meeting with socially distanced friends, and 

didn’t listen well, only apparently interpreting Danny’s garbled history as yet another set of lies. 

Danny was really frustrated because he felt that he could’ve given a more coherent and 

comprehensive account of how things had developed if only Andy had been willing to listen 

better. Then, even though he was using the phone in the boys’ room, and was trying to be quiet, 

his father came up and knocked on the door. He wasn’t sure how much his father had heard, but 

when he found out that Danny was talking to Andy, he made him hang up and straighten up the 

room, even though only part of the mess was his. The next day, news came over the television 

and media outlets in general that schools had been closed in the state for on-site learning. 

Administrators and teachers were scrambling to come up with other plans for education such as 

had already been enacted in other states and districts, but for Danny, it brought a sigh of relief. 

He would have a window of escape time while everyone else was busy with Covid restrictions, 

and he would have an interlude of confusion to help him along. After everyone sat down 

together for their first meal with Beth Anne for breakfast in the morning, carefully sitting at least 

a modest three feet apart at the table and pulling their masks back up when they’d finished 
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eating, Mr. Cuff made the announcement that he had bought another three small new laptops 

through the ordering office at his job; Andy and Roddy already had sophisticated laptops for 

school with them in each of their locales, but even though Danny’s was also adequate to the 

possible new at-home learning tasks to be accomplished on it, those of the three youngest, 

Neddy, Robby, and Daisy, were older and simpler hand-me-downs from the others, full of games 

and easy learning modules they’d used when younger. Mr. Cuff secretly and fondly was 

supposing that perhaps some of these learning modules still might not be out-of-date when his 

new grandchild, Beth Anne’s baby, got to three years of age or so, and it was anyway time for 

the others to have newer models as their tasks would shortly be becoming more onerous. 

Danny waited and listened carefully to everyone’s plans for the day, making mental note of 

where each would be and when. It seemed to him that his best time for getting away would be 

just after lunch, when Beth Anne would be getting the post-lunch nap she’d established in the 

time she’d been there, and therefore his mother and the others wouldn’t be watching for him to 

dance attendance upon her in the guest room, carrying and fetching and “getting better 

acquainted, under the circumstances,” as his mother delicately put it. He’d been as gruff and 

grumpy to Beth Anne in front of his family as he dared to be, thinking that way they wouldn’t be 

too surprised when he left, and they were alone with her and had to account for his behavior. But 

his mother was a determined romantic, and gently cajoled him and teased him about being a 

temperamental father, and even mentioned “sympathetic labor pains,” until he pointed out that 

those were technically real physical pains, which he didn’t feel. “Don’t be rude,” she whispered 

in response. 

“How am I being rude by saying I’m not in pain? At least, everybody else is certainly being a 

pain!” he exclaimed, as harsh as anyone of them had ever been with his mother’s silliness and 
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sentimentality. Usually, they had always just rolled their eyes at her in private among 

themselves. His mother flushed, patted his arm, and said after a long moment, “It’s not suitable 

for a person never to follow rules and social patterns, Danny. All of us have to accept some 

limitations.” She looked at him with a touch of sadness for a second, then turned and went on 

down the stairs from where he stood outside his room. 

He waited until things had quieted down, when all the other at-home students in his family 

had their computers in various separate rooms doing their work. He’d been worried that Roddy 

would choose to work in their bedroom in his privilege as the oldest one now at home; he 

needn’t have worried, because Roddy was instead taking part of his own time to counsel and 

supervise the younger ones in their various tasks on their own computers after he’d helped set 

them up, in a role which was new to him, formerly occupied by Andy, and a sweet one now to 

him, for reasons he couldn’t explain. This left Danny a hurried little time to pack a backpack of 

things he felt he couldn’t do without, which he had set aside in various spots the evening before 

when he’d been alone for a while. He figured that if they saw him heading out with a simple 

backpack, he could say that he was going to a job interview at the grocery store’s IT department, 

one that his father had persistently nagged him to call in about from the listings posted online on 

the store’s local listings board. Thinking along these lines, he dressed in slacks and a nice 

button-down shirt to further play the role of a job seeker. It was sheer luck that his parents had 

had the fifteen dollars he’d swiped in small bills: that way, he wouldn’t have to pay out all his 

money in a five or ten when he went to catch the bus up at the corner. His luck would hold if 

neither of his parents came by while he was walking down the street. There was no further 

reason to hesitate, so he softly crept down the stairs and craned his neck around at the foot of 

them to make sure he wasn’t in sight of any of his brothers or Daisy. 
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He was listening for a just a second, just at the front door, and it was much later another of 

those moments that he looked back upon wondering if at that very second when he paused, 

hesitating even though he knew he shouldn’t, his fate put its finger on the scale of Chance and 

tipped it. All of a sudden he heard a huge thump, and Beth Anne’s voice wailed out, “Danny! 

Somebody! Help, please come! Danny, help!” He froze and felt certain little ambient sounds 

which had come to him a few minutes ago freezing into silence as well. He couldn’t think why, 

as it would have been the perfect end to everything as his way of getting out of it all if something 

had happened to Beth Anne, but he dropped his backpack at the foot of the stairs and raced back 

up the flight as if his actual happiness depended on it. He stupidly tapped on her door and waited 

for a response, to another cry of “Danny! I need help!” 

Swearing under his breath, he opened the door, and saw Beth Anne sitting on the floor at the 

side of the bed, her belly big and swollen, and her knees bent, and her hands braced against the 

bedrug. “What the hell happened?” 

“The pains have started again. I thought it must be sure this time, and when I tried to get up, I 

lost my balance and fell. I don’t think I’m hurt, but I need help getting up again. We’ve got to 

get to the hospital sometime soon; I’ve never had a baby before, but—” 

“What do you mean, the pains have started again? When did you have them before?” 
 

“I didn’t want to be a nuisance, but they started, off and on, last night after dinner. I was able 

to get some sleep last night because I was so tired, but they came on again a while this morning. 

I had to flush my breakfast down the toilet this morning so that your mom wouldn’t know yet.” 

“Why didn’t you tell her? I mean, she’s at least another woman.” He gestured awkwardly. 

“What happened when Mom and Dad took you to that doctor there at the hospital last week? 

Here, I’ll help you up,” he said, perceiving that she was still sitting there helplessly flailing her 
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limbs. It made her seem less threatening, and softer, more like Ramsey Anne, though he 

strangled that thought at its inception, because now he realized that even Ramsey Anne wasn’t 

like Ramsey Anne, at least not the person he’d thought of her as. “Ramsey Anne isn’t like Beth 

Anne,” was the thought that popped up next, but it died stillborn at that minute at least, because 

another huge cry came from her as he helped pull her to her feet. 

Danny had never been around a pregnant woman other than his mother, who had always been 

missish and shy about her pregnancies, aided by his father’s prudery, he now realized. It was 

funny, he thought then, as he settled Beth Anne back in a seated position on the side of the bed, 

that his father and mother had had six children. But this thought was out of his mind again just 

like the previous thoughts. He felt helpless. “Well, what did the doctor say?” he persisted. 

“What am I supposed to do now?” 

“The doctor checked me out, took an ultrasound of my womb—” 

“Oh, geez!” said Danny in embarrassment. 

“Oh, it didn’t hurt,” Beth Anne responded, interpreting his exclamation as a vote of 

sympathy. “It was the first time I’d been to the doctor in about ten years, since the time I had 

a bad case of the flu. He had me totally checked out for so many things when he found that out; 

I think I told you how tired I was when I came back, but I don’t think I said why. He asked me if 

I was interested in a doula/midwife team, either at the hospital or here at home. I got the feeling 

that his nurse didn’t approve of him for asking, more like she wanted the hospital to make big 

fees, or something. But he acted, oh, I don’t know, sort of like an old hippy. He had a ponytail 

and all that, and your dad and mom gave him funny looks, but his nurse only grinned at them 

when he was out of the room and said that he was the best obstetrician there. I thought about it, 

and said I would like a midwife at least, but that I was sort of intrigued by the thought of having 
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a doula, too. But maybe that’s too expensive.” She looked up, her brow now creased with 

anxiety and probably still some pain from the last bout of labor. 

“Wait a minute, I think I have an idea of what a midwife is, a kind of old witchy woman who 

helps pregnant women give birth, but what’s the other thing? A doula?” 

All of a sudden from the doorway a voice piped up, “My friend Mrs. Mistrelistra is a doula, 

and she knows a midwife, too, one of the ladies I met at her house. Can I go and get them? Oh, 

please? I bet they wouldn’t charge us much,” said Daisy’s voice, though she stood there just at 

the door cautiously, a little timid of the scene she saw in front of her even granting her bold 

nature. 

“Well, here’s the card we were given to call the ones the doctor arranged for us, but I’ve not 

spoken to them more than once, over the phone, just casually. We thought we had at least 

another week, and they were booked solid, because with all the Covid crises, most medical 

people of any training at all have been helping out with Covid patients. And they were supposed 

to come here and meet me this week. But if we can’t get them, I guess it’ll have to be the 

hospital, though I’d rather not be there when there are so many Covid patients there.” 

“Yeah, but what’s a doula?” Danny in his confusion at all the new information sat down on 

the bed by Beth Anne, waiting. 

“A woman who sort of looks after the well-being, mental and spiritual and holistic-wise, of 

the mother while the midwife does the medical job. You better give them a call, Danny. And 

hope that they can make it. I don’t have any previous experience, but I feel like this baby isn’t 

going to wait much longer.” 

By this time, Danny had been joined also by Robby, who was jostling for position with 

Daisy at the doorway; behind them came running up Roddy, and behind him Neddy came, 

thoughtfully 



186  

picking something out of his teeth. They all stood there stupidly staring at a situation that most 

of them didn’t really know how to confront. 

“Better call Mom. Dad will be out on the manufacturing floor most like. Mom has her cell 

phone with her at the shopping mall.” This was Roddy. 

“Didn’t you hear her? She doesn’t think she can wait much longer. Maybe we better go 

straight to the hospital,” opined Danny. He didn’t know what else to do, so even though he’d not 

touched Beth Anne willingly much at all, he reached up and put his hand on her forehead and 

took her temperature. This brought a weak smile to her face. 

“Pregnancy isn’t an illness, Danny,” she grinned at him and patted his hand. 

“Couldn’t hurt,” he felt rebuffed and showed it. 

Roddy had made a call on his cell, which he’d come to the door with, having heard the long 

wails from downstairs in the kitchen where he’d been helping Daisy and Robby with their 

schoolwork. “Sorry, no go. For some dumb reason, Mom has her cell turned off. Or maybe she 

let it run down again. Whatever. Are you sure you don’t want me to call Dad?” 

“Robby, let’s go. We’ll go call Mrs. Mistrelistra and maybe her friend can come!” Daisy 

and Robby raced off down to the landline and called. The others could hear them shouting in 

excited tones. “Gershom, we need them!” they heard Daisy say. “The two that were scheduled 

aren’t coming for some reason. Covid, or something like that.” A pause. “No, we don’t have 

Covid, and they don’t have Covid. We’re all wearing our masks.” Next Daisy shouted up the 

staircase, “Make sure you have your masks on, everybody!” Then, “We’ll ask Danny. Wait, he 

can come to the phone. Danny, come to the phone!” Danny had unwittingly started to slip into 

the role everyone had been foisting on him for so long now, and he obligingly dashed back down 

the stairs to the other phone, forgetting that there was a second line in the boys’ room. When he 

got there, he found himself voice-to-voice with Mrs. Mistrelistra, (who asked him to call her 
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“Elaine”). She told him that her friend the midwife and she could come practically at a 

moment’s notice, but that they needed to be certain they weren’t stepping on any other 

professional toes for the job. She mentioned what seemed to Danny a ridiculously low price 

(then, she said, “As a favor to Daisy and Robby,” and he could hear the smile in her voice). He 

explained that though he was the nominal father—he used the word “nominal” as tactfully as 

possible, and turned the phone away from Daisy and Robby in hopes that they wouldn’t hear—

his parents would be paying the bill. He asked if that was a feasible arrangement, and she said 

“Yes,” and asked for directions. If he had only known it, this was really more to establish a 

bond with him and give him a role and something to do, since Daisy and Robby had already 

tried numerous times to get her to visit the family; she knew the address by heart from hearing it 

so many times chanted in her ears by her young friends. 

Their colloquy was cut short by another long wail. “Sorry, got to go,” Danny said, “and 

hurry! Please!” As he hung up the phone, he caught sight of his backpack hunched up against 

the newel post at the stair bottom. It roused a mixture of feelings, all confused, and all 

disturbing. With one swift kick, he sent it scuttling across the floor and under the mail table 

across the way from it, even as heavy as it was. 

* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * * * * * * * * * * * * * * * * * 

“Okay, yes, the baby is coming soon,” said the midwife after a quick peak under the sheet 

while introductions were being made and no one else was in the line of sight. She had 

introduced herself as “Alicia.” She said, however, to cut it short to “Sha,” as long names never 

went over well when people needed to get your attention in a hurry. She had hustled all the 

others but Danny out of the room, and had hung onto his arm commandingly when he had tried 
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to shuffle out with the others. She said “Nope! Father stays in. We need your help and 

cooperation.” 

“But whyyy?” His voice pleaded urgently, in what in later years he was to describe as the last 

hurrah of his attempt to stay immature and irresponsible (which he often called “carefree” and 

“happy,” though he didn’t even as an adult strike anyone much as careworn and morose). 

“So that you can participate and learn something. Here, let’s all wash our hands first with 

these.” She produced some kind of wipes which were very wet and not astringent-smelling, but 

almost oily-feeling. She and Elaine both wiped their hands, and Danny followed suit a bit 

awkwardly, assuming that this was some sort of Covid precaution. She pulled him again into 

place near the bed. 

“But—” 
 

“Come over to this side and support her back so that she won’t slip off the bed. She’s going 

to sit on the side of the bed, spread her legs, and push, got it? And I’m going to be on the other 

side and in front helping her.” She prepared to assume her place, and he said, 

“Well, wait, what’s she, what’s Elaine doing? Isn’t she going to help? What do you need me 

for?” 

“She is helping. She’s lighting the sage and turning on the temple bells on the CD and doing 

other things like that to ease the tension in the room. Which you right now are contributing to, 

so stop it. Get busy.” 

“I hate to mention it, but won’t the baby fall out on the floor?” 
 

Beth Anne started to giggle, and then groaned again in the middle. She really could not do 

justice to her amusement at Danny’s overwrought state because she had her own to think of, and 

she really was beginning to think of him as her prospective husband, or even as already being 
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hers. She therefore wanted him to be heroic. So she said, in the midst of one particularly strong 

pain, “Danny, don’t be a pussy. If you can’t do it, then get out. Do you hear me, just get out!” 

For some reason, this about-face on her part sobered Danny up more than anything else, and 

suddenly, he found himself voluntarily stepping into the role of father and mate and was startled 

at how easy it was to fall into step with everyone’s wishes, particularly hers. 

“What was it you wanted me to do again?” he asked the midwife. 
 

She looked at him with an ironic glint in her eye. “Don’t worry about the baby. I’m going to 

catch the baby. You just support her on that side, and if necessary, Elaine can come to the other 

side, and—whoops, here we go! Show’s starting, folks. Push, Beth. Push from your gut and 

try to think of yourself as opening up at the bottom like a flower blooming in time-lapse photos.” 

Privately, Danny thought that given all the mess involved in having a baby, the comparison to 

a flower was a little fraudulent, but he kept the thought to himself in his newly developing 

attitude toward Beth Anne. Maybe sometime, he would tell her and they would laugh. He 

looked down at her face under its awry mask, but she wasn’t laughing now. She was sweating, 

and her mask was even wet with it on the front; her strawberry blonde hair—natural, too, he 

thought in distracted pride—was clinging to her neck and shoulders in wet strands. 

Elaine was busying herself around the room, positioning things, putting various spices and 

herbs in the little herb kiln they’d brought with them and placed on one of the tables. “Do you 

need me, now, Sha?” Danny smelled the whiff of herbal smoke gradually rising from the kiln 

and looked up at it for a moment as it curled ceilingward. Elaine wiped her hands with another 

of the wipes. 

“Just about, kid. Yeah, come over to the far side and hold her up, she’s starting to feel the 

strain more, and Dad here has got his hands full. Or will have. Hand me that big pile of fresh 
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cloth diapers we brought. I don’t see any point in wasting the paper ones; they’re so expensive, 

and you know the cloth ones for emergencies are my usual gift. They at least can be bleached. 

Yeah, put them right underneath her, across the rug. And bring the afterbirth pan.” 

She waited for Elaine to get in position, then stuck her head nearly to the floor between Beth 

Anne’s knees and said, “Okay, now, Beth, push! Push! That’s right, again. Keep up the 

pressure, steady as she goes, like the boatmen say…Push constantly now. Right! Okay, Dad, 

Change positions with me. Now, not next year. Get down here between her knees.” 

“But—” 
 

“You were the one afraid the baby was going to fall out, you get to work on the problem. 
 
No, get down there, sit on your folded knees, for Chrissake! Now, put your head down and look 

up—do you see the top of the baby’s head?” 

“The top of the baby’s head?” he repeated, trying to follow her command to look and not to 

see at the same time. He saw swollen and purplish folds of skin stretched tight around an 

emerging something that he assumed was what he was supposed to be looking at, and a lot of 

mess that he really would rather not have seen up close. 

“Yes, yes, yes! That thing with a lot of bloody hair on it from the birth canal, that’s coming 

forward. See it?” 

“Yes.” He noticed in a moment of distraction that Elaine was passing a wet rag across Beth 

Anne’s forehead and lifting her hair at the back and wiping her neck. “Yes, I see it.” 

“Okay, take your hands, as gently as possible, and hold onto it as it continues to come out. 

Don’t twist the neck, but when the shoulders start to follow, they’ll be wider, and have to be 

worked out gradually, and even held back a bit and eased through, so that they don’t rip 

anything. Got it? Look, I’ll help you. Elaine, will you support her whole weight?” 
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“Sure, I can do that,” Elaine’s voice itself was very competent and soothing, and even Danny 

himself relaxed a little. 

Coached by Sha, he tried his best, also trying to ignore Beth Anne’s cries and pains. 

“Okay, that’s the shoulders. The rest will come out pretty fast so be ready to catch your 

daughter, as I hear it is. Remember that from the beginning, the baby’s neck must be supported 

at the back. Ready? Look there, she’s coming out. Here she comes! Boy, she’s a long baby. 

She must take her height after you. Though of course birth length isn’t an indication.” 
 

Danny found himself holding the believed evidence of his transgression, who was very 

slippery and slimey and messy, and saying “Well, but—”; then, he met Beth Anne’s eyes, and 

even though they didn’t have any comprehension in them exactly of the denial he had been 

attempting to make, he couldn’t deny her. He muttered, “Yeah, I guess so.” Then, he noticed 

something else. “She isn’t crying. Isn’t she supposed to cry?” 

Sha smiled at him in almost as gentle a fashion as Elaine used with people. “And one of us is 

supposed to smack her like in all the movies and tv shows, eh? Well, all you need to do is to 

make her draw her first breath. Lower her, careful, now! onto the diapers, and—yes, support her 

neck, you’ve got it—tickle her on the tummy. That’s right. See, she’s breathing. Probably 

already did once or twice. Okay, Dad, Danny, is it? You go sit down in one of those chairs; I 

need to tie off the cord, and we need to catch the afterbirth and bag it up for the doctor to see 

later. We’ll have to get over to the hospital after we leave here, Lainy. And while I’m doing the 

afterbirth, Lainy will clean the baby up and you can hold her with Beth Anne for a few minutes. 

Then, we’re going to kick you out for a while. We need to stay here until your parents get home, 

since they’re the ‘nominal’ authorities here—” and she grinned mockingly at him—“and payers 
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of the bill. We’ll need to write up the usual brief report for your family to keep in records. The 

rest of your family can see her after we get Beth Anne settled and rested.” 

After the two professional women had cleaned Beth Anne up too and were giving them a few 

moments’ privacy by stepping just outside the door and chatting with the other brothers and 

Daisy, Danny sat on the bed beside Beth Anne and looked at the baby. Her hair was wispy and 

was obviously going to be darker than Beth Anne’s, but then people, he thought, would assume 

it was from his darker brown hair, which had darkened since his childhood days a bit. 

This thought perplexed and amazed him, but he wasn’t in the mood for self-scrutiny, so he 

diverted himself by asking Beth Anne, 

“So, have you thought about what you’re going to name her?” 
 

“Well, I had some ideas before, but—if you want, we can decide on one together.” 
 

Her tone was whispery and wistful, and as he glanced at her face, Danny’s barriers collapsed 

like conquered ramparts, and he thought of how hard it must have been for her to come here and 

how much she must want to pretend, at least, that this was a conventional courtship and how 

much she must want the marriage to work. At least, he knew nothing to the contrary about her 

now which would make her much resemble the dreadful Ramsey Anne other than physically. 

With a totally unaccustomed lump in his throat, he said, “Sure, we can do that.” Then, he put out 

a hesitant finger and stroked one of the baby’s waving pink fists, which tightened around his 

finger like a tiny vise. While this on the one level struck him as the utmost in sentimentality, 

something worthy of his mother, he also felt the reality of suddenly having the reputation of a 

man and a father and began to perceive that it wasn’t all bad as a new character for him in his 

family circle. 
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True to her word, after a few minutes, Sha excused him from the room with authority; he got 

up, waved a quick goodbye at Beth Anne, then followed Elaine out, where she handed him 

another two wipes and gestured towards his hands. He looked down at them: they were all 

covered with muck and blood. He had a few tiny brown spots on his good sleeves as well, and 

he rubbed at them first, but they were stubborn stains. He would have to ask his mother to get 

them out later when she came back. 

“Get some rest, Danny,” Elaine said. “Have a mild drink or something if you have anything 

in the house; relax. It’ll be a while before you’ll be called back in again.” 

He thanked her, and she turned and went back in the room. It seemed to him that the best 

thing to do was to put his shirt into a pail and soak it in pre-treatment for laundry, as his mother 

would have done, so he tried to be responsible (and it moreover was one of his favorite shirts). 

After he was back in casual clothes and drinking a lemonade, his mother and father not keeping 

anything around on a regular basis that might be called “mildly relaxing,” or alcoholic, as he 

assumed Elaine was referring to, he went out to get some air, and sat on the front steps. It was 

cooler than it had been in the early morning, but it was still warm enough that he could feel a few 

beads of sweat on his lip under his mask. He pulled it down to breathe better and sat outside, 

listening to stray sounds that floated past him from inside and outside both, those from inside 

consisting of the voices of his brothers and sister, first trouping back down the stairs noisily 

together after having seen the baby and Beth Anne, and then doing nothing much with their 

schoolwork now, but laughing and kidding around in the living room. Glad that they didn’t 

know where he was because he wanted to be alone, he sat as quietly as possible. He also heard a 

thin, weedy sound something like a kitten mewing, then realized with a start that it was the baby, 

fussing about this new arrangement for her life. Then, silence from upstairs; a chorus of happy 
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shouts from Sha and Elaine, and then he heard Beth Anne say, in delight, “She took it! She’s 

nursing. Wow, it feels weird.” 

He blushed. No one had told him that Beth Anne planned to breastfeed the baby. He felt 

almost like an eavesdropper, then shook the feeling off. To amuse himself, he started trying to 

think up names for a girl baby, but all of them were names of people he knew and seemed old 

and used. He sat quietly with his legs stretched out, heard a cell phone ring, but didn’t go in to 

inquire who it was, and evidently it was someone outside the family that Roddy knew, because 

there was no summons to talk on it or come back into the house. He sighed. 

It was while he was thinking of going back in and possibly getting a nap in the bedroom that 

the paper delivery guy, Sebastian, pulled the white van up outside and started to toss a rolled-up 

paper from the open van door onto the porch with a practiced sling of the wrist. He stopped 

short, however, when he saw Danny sitting there. “Hey, Danny! How goes it? What are you up 

to today? I heard school wasn’t in session anymore for right now. Man, I’m glad I graduated 

last year; I’d hate to have to try to master my computer skills enough to do all my work online 

without a teacher around. And my parents aren’t much help in that line either, never were, not 

their sort of gig. So, what are you doing, taking a break or something?” 

“Yeah, I guess you could say that.” He paused. He wanted to share his recent experience 

with someone near his own age and outside his own family suddenly, but he didn’t know quite 

how to start. So, he said, “I deserve a rest, I guess.” 

“Been working hard? Doing what?” Sebastian was nothing if not cooperative; he’d always 

liked to pass the time of day even when he was still in school two years ahead of Danny, and he 

had never subjected him to the snubs favored by some upperclassmen with their younger peers. 
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“Well, to tell you the truth, my—the girl who’s my fiancée, I mean, she just had her baby. I 

helped out some. We have a couple of women here, doctors, sort of, a midwife and a— 

something else, I can’t remember the name of it, but they got me involved in it too. So, I sort 

of—I took the baby out of her. Well, I was being helped, or else I wouldn’t have known what to 

do. It was kind of gross at first, or at the end, really, to tell you the truth. But that’s what I’ve 

been doing today.” He tried to keep the tone of pride out of his voice, but he did feel like 

boasting for having survived the test. 

“You don’t say! Boy or girl?” 
 

“It’s a girl. She’s tall, like me. Or will be, maybe, anyway.” 

“What’s her name?” 

“We’re still trying to decide. That’s one thing I was doing while I was sitting here, trying to 

think up a name.” 

“Well, I hope everybody’s healthy, and well.” 

“Yeah, pretty much.” 

“So, what are you going to get her?” 

“What?” Danny didn’t follow the question. 

“What are you going to get your fiancée? Well, I mean, if you’re getting married, you’ll have 

rings and that stuff, I guess, or do already. But I wondered what you were going to get her for a 

baby present.” 

Danny immediately felt humiliated. He hadn’t thought of that. In fact, he hadn’t even 

thought about rings or ceremonies or anything else yet. He had expressed so much opposition to 

the whole plan that he supposed his parents were trying to wait a little longer, to allow him to get 

used to the situation. And he certainly didn’t have money for rings, so it would be up to them. 
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Well, chances were that they wouldn’t be waiting much longer now that the baby had seemingly 

set her own schedule for arrival. He looked at Sebastian, who was watching him with interest 

and sympathy, and asked, 

“I don’t know. I didn’t know I was supposed to get her anything. I’m really short of funds 

right now. I’m getting a job soon—” he reddened again, feeling strangely critical of his own 

behavior for the last few years when thinking of this new life plan. 

“How much do you have? Do you want me to loan you some? Just say the word. Within 

reason, mind.” 

“No, I don’t think I should borrow any money, especially not without a job yet.” He 

hesitated. He still had the $15 that he’d taken from his father and mother. Maybe he could use 

that. “I have about $15. Can I get anything for that?” 

“Sure. Most girls like flowers. Why not get her a plant for the baby’s day, or a bunch of 

flowers? All that really matters is that you make some effort to show her you’re thinking about 

her, you know.” 

“I’d like to get out of here and go now, because once my parents get home, I won’t be able to 

stir a lick from here for days.” 

“Huh.” Sebastian looked at him in appraisal but didn’t ask why. “You want a lift downtown? 

I can’t bring you back, but I can at least give you $1.50 for the bus back from Main Street. 

Consider it a congratulations present.” 

Danny’s brow cleared. “Thanks, Sebastian! That would be great. You want me to sit down 

in the back? I mean, will you get in trouble with your boss for giving me a ride, or should I sit in 

the other seat?” 
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“How’s about your thinking of that! But no, it’s okay. He doesn’t care if we give people the 

occasional ride, so long as we’re working. I’ve got two more streets to do, which should take 

about forty-five minutes, and then we can go on to town. Here, let me give you the bus money 

up front. That’s right, c’mon up, mind the steps.” 

Danny and Sebastian pulled out and turned at the end of the street to cut around the block. 

Just as they turned, Danny saw his mother’s car pulling into the driveway in the mirror on his 

side and thought what a close escape it had been. He and Sebastian exchanged news about 

people they knew and old school friends, and he rolled up the papers, put a rubber band around 

them for Sebastian, and threw them onto the porches, getting the hang of it after just a few tries. 

Sebastian let him off at Lipshitz and Allen Florists on one of the corners of Main Street, gave 

him a cheery handshake and congratulated him again, and drove off towards the newspaper 

office. Danny thought for a moment that at last there were some positive vibes and effects from 

the whole problem with Ursula, who had metamorphosed into the far more appealing Beth Anne 

somehow without his exact awareness of how it all had worked. And more importantly, he 

thought, without the prosy stratagems of his parents being involved. 

* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * * * * * * * * * * * * * * * * * 

“What’s this one called? The one with yellow and orange flowers? And what does it mean? 

Hmmm…it doesn’t seem to have a very flowery smell, but the colors are pretty.” He stood by a 

table of potted plants that were for sale within his means and spoke to Mr. Lipshitz about them. 

He'd already rejected the idea of cut flowers, since they would just have to die and be thrown out 

for their pleasure to end; he had done some quick thinking while looking around him and 

thought that Beth Anne seemed to be the sort to like little things that had to be taken care of, like 

the baby, for example. And the plant would possibly be set outside later on if she wanted to. 
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“Just look at the tab at the top of its plastic label; but that’s calendula. People sometimes 

mistakenly call it marigolds, but it’s a different plant altogether, not as stinky. It has a woody 

smell and a warm cast to it. Of course, marigolds play their role in a garden; their scent keeps 

away some predators. What were you buying for?” 

Danny hesitated again, then threw caution to the winds. “My fiancée had a baby today. No, I 

don’t think marigolds would be it. But calendula is the same color. The instructions are on the 

tab, right?” 

“Absolutely. Now, always deadhead it, you know, pick off any blooms that dry up and die. 

It’ll bloom a lot for you if you do that; it’s a summer annual, though it may take a little break 

from blooming in midsummer. But it’s good for spring, right now, and again in the fall. Were 

you going to plant it outside right away, or keep it as a potted plant inside?” 

“I think inside first. I don’t know whether she really likes outside gardening or not. I just 

think she might like this plant I don’t know why. It sort of reminds me of her hair color, not the 

orange so much, but she has blondish-red hair. So, what does it mean? Like, plant symbolism?” 

“Well, as you might expect for something of that color, it’s associated with fire and with 

sunshine, sunny days outside or in a warm windowsill. So, what do you think? You want to 

have a longer look around? I haven’t had many customers in since this blasted Covid started. 

It’s good to know that some semblance of normal life is going on somewhere around.” 

Danny looked at the plant then looked at his watch. “No, I better go, I’ve been gone too long 

already. My family will be looking for me and—” he didn’t finish the thought, but he knew that 

this absence might be badly construed. 

“Well, congratulations to both of you and your family! Not pressuring you to do anything 

you haven’t a mind to, but we do weddings too, you know, or did. I imagine I could still knock 
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something together that wouldn’t offend the viral powers-that-be.” Mr. Lipshitz beamed at him, 

and Danny followed him to the front counter with his purchase. 

“You know—” Danny was thinking fast, calculating how to ease back in without annoying 

his mother and father unnecessarily with his unexplained absence—“We may well get married at 

home, and I don’t know what the rules are about bringing in flowers and stuff in homes. The 

rules seem to change every day. Can you do that kind of thing, too? And can you give me some 

sort of brochure, or list of prices, or something? I mean, I can’t commit myself to anything, and 

her family isn’t here, but if we would get flowers, I think my dad and mom would probably be 

paying for them.” 

“Sure! Say, what was the baby? Boy, or girl?” 

“A girl. We haven’t named her yet.” 

“That’s okay.” He scanned the bar code on the side of the plant and pushed it across the 

counter to Danny after sticking in a popsicle stick with a little pink cloth rosebud on the top, just 

above the heads of the flowers. “I know it more or less clashes a bit, but maybe it’s the thought 

that counts.” 

“Thanks, Mr. Lipshitz! Thanks very much. Say, I’ll talk to my mom and dad about maybe 

getting some flowers. Got to go, they’re going to wonder where I am.” 

“Bye, Danny. Stay safe and send all good wishes to your girl and family.” 
 

“You stay well, too. Hello to Mr. Allen.” Then, Danny picked up the plant and dashed out 

the door, pushing the remaining three dollars into his pocket. The bus hadn’t pulled up yet at the 

corner stop, and it just so happened that the candy store was only across the street from it. What 

kind of candy could he get for three dollars? Maybe a Hershey’s Symphony bar; he himself had 

eaten those, and they were okay. Flowers and candy, he sighed. How conventional! 
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That Danny’s luck had taken a potential turn for the better seemed to be the gist of Chance for 

him, because he ran into the store, where there were no other customers at the time, made a 

hurried purchase, and legged it back out, only to see the bus driver getting ready at the opposite 

corner to shut the door and pull out. Danny waved his arm at the driver and dashed across the 

street at the red light, managing just barely to hop on before the bus driver, rather surlier than 

the other people he’d met that day, growled at him for his money and told him to take a seat, 

which Danny, in his concern for his purchases, had been planning to do anyway. In about twenty 

minutes, he disembarked at the corner near his house, and walked down the middle of the 

suburban street, which these days was usually mostly empty of traffic. 

When he got to the front door, the first thing he noticed was Daisy’s face peering out at him 

from the living room, and he heard her yell out, “Dad! Here’s Danny. He’s out front.” Through 

the open window and the screen, he then heard his father muttering something about “Time,” and 

he figured that his father, as usual since Danny’s first incarceration locked up in his bedroom, 

was not giving him fair shrift. He saw the rest of his family other than his mother, whom he 

supposed must be upstairs with Beth Anne, poking their faces towards him. Roddy was the only 

one who raised a hand and waved. 

He waited for his father to open the door angrily, which in fact happened, but what he was 

not expecting was that his father said gruffly to Daisy where she was still at the window 

listening, “Daisy, shut the window. Now.” Daisy did so, and his father stepped out on the 

porch and turned his attention to Danny. “Where exactly have you been? Who told you that 

you could absent yourself from your responsibilities here?” 

Danny thought that maybe he should shift the focus of his father’s ire to another topic. He 

said “Dad, I had to borrow fifteen dollars. I mean, at least, I borrowed it some time ago—” 
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“You mean ‘stole it,’ I gather. Where the dickens have you been?” 
 

“Well, I didn’t have any money.” Now was going to come the kicker that might put his father 

in his place for a while, anyway. “I went with Sebastian in the paper truck to town to get Beth 

Anne a baby present. Sebastian told me I should have one.” 

“Oh.” His father glared at him, but just as Danny had hoped, for once was stricken 

speechless. 

“I’ll pay you back when I can.” 
 

Mr. Cuff looked down at what Danny had in his hands but didn’t ask him to show the 

contents of either package. He flushed, having lost a little authority, possibly, through having 

made the wrong assumptions. But then, he roused angrily again. “So, why was your backpack 

lying in the hall? What were you planning to do, skip town on the sly again?” 

Danny swallowed. Then, he thought, shutting up his father with a small dose of truth might 

be worth it after all. “Yeah, I was. But that was this morning, before Beth Anne called me to 

help her. And I’m sick and tired of you and Mom assuming the worst always and treating me 

like shit; yes, that’s the exact word I used, so don’t try to bully me out of that, too.” Then, he 

decided to end this dialogue once and for all, by playing an upper hand he hadn’t even thought 

about having until this moment. “And here, here’s some material for ordering flowers and stuff 

from Mr. Lipshitz, the florist. He said he might be able to do a wedding thing even here, if that’s 

still what you’re up to.” 

Mr. Cuff reflexively reached up to take the brochures that Danny had shoved at his chest, and 

coincidentally shifted aside a little. Danny took his opportunity where he saw it, pushing past his 

father and running up the stairs to Beth Anne’s room. He was nervous, but he didn’t want to be 

harassed from the rear by Mr. Cuff, whom he heard shutting the door in a second or two, so he 
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tapped on the door fairly hard. He heard his mother’s voice talking her usual prattlings and 

nonsense to Beth Anne, and then realized that no, she was cooing at the baby. Probably holding 

her, too, he thought resentfully. Without waiting any longer, he cracked the door open and stuck 

his head in the room. He didn’t have time to think about his demeanor or how to act, so he just 

walked across the room to the bedside table being used by Beth Anne as a small possessions’ 

table, took the plant out of its plastic wrapper and the candy out of the paper bag, and set them 

down there. 

“That’s for me?” she asked, as he stood mutely with his back turned on his mother, who sure 

enough was holding the baby. 

“Yes.” He was feeling tired now; all the stress of the day was coming down on him at once. 

“I borrowed some money from Dad and Mom.” His eyes pleaded with her to accept the 

explanation at face value. 

Beth Anne blushed, which seemed to him rather odd after all the things she’d said and done 

since arriving that hadn’t made her cheeks red at all, and after he’d seen her—well, what he had 

seen. “Thank you, Danny; it means a lot.” 

“’S’okay,” he mumbled. “So, how has the baby been? How have you been?” He said these 

things sincerely, but still almost in self-defense since they were in front of one of his parents. 

No, make that both of his parents: he turned and saw that his father had followed him into the 

room. 

His father, not one to procrastinate, said, after characteristically clearing his throat, “So, Beth 

Anne, whatever day you want to choose, and are able to be up again, we’ll set for a small 

ceremony; wedding, you know,” he added and glanced coolly over at Danny, as if Danny had 

planned some other nefarious kind of ceremony like beheading, or the like and he was nipping it 
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in the bud.  In order to get at least some credit for himself, Danny added, 

“Yeah, Mr. Lipshitz at the florist’s said that he could do something in the way of flowers for 

the house, probably, even with Covid around.” 

Mr. Cuff ahemmed! again, as if to indicate that he had been interrupted, and added, “I see no 

reason why we can’t do it fairly soon, as long as you’re up to it.” This to Beth Anne, and then he 

turned to his wife and asked, “Do you think that you can have us a small celebratory meal ready 

for that day, Missus?” 

Danny was a little surprised at the gentle tone Mr. Cuff had assumed to his wife voicing this 

question, in contrast with the polite though business-like tone he had assumed to Beth Anne. His 

mother answered that yes, as long as she had notice of a day or two, she could do a meal. Danny 

was to notice this throughout the whole episode of getting married to Beth Anne, the genteel 

kindness his parents kept using towards each other on the subject, in contrast to the ordinary 

tones they kept speaking to their other children in with the exception of Danny himself, who 

along with Beth Anne was treated with polite formality, and Danny himself especially with 

wariness. 

The day itself came and went, and to Danny’s surprise, it went off much like any other 

family occasion among the boring Cuffs, with a surplus of humdrummery and a fillip of 

excitement. Even Andy called in to wish him happy tidings, though he had been so judgmental 

from the beginning. He sent a gift, which sat around unopened because it had simply been 

forgotten in the modest flurry and been put in the guest room on a shelf. Roddy’s gift was to 

help him rearrange the guest room furniture and put up a crib in a small alcove near the bay 

window there, and all the rest merely offered good wishes, as Danny had requested the younger 
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Cuffs not to spend their allowances on gifts. He remembered only too well the days of not 

having any money, which though not at an end for him, soon would be, if what his father 

planned worked out. 

As it turned out, the job Danny finally did apply for in the grocery’s IT section was his for the 

asking once he had demonstrated his computer skills, and he didn’t find it nearly as tedious as he 

had feared he would. Even better than that, he suddenly had enough money to spend, though due 

to his father’s warning that he might have to save up some for college as his older brothers had 

not had to do (due to possible Covid problems affecting his father’s salary in the near future), 

Danny opened a bank account and spent very little. Still, he was happy enough, played with the 

baby in a new phase for him, spoke kindly to Beth Anne, and more or less settled into a routine 

that involved a daylight pattern of work and breaks, followed by a transition into evenings of 

relaxing around his family, and lastly, cuddling up with Beth Anne in the queen size bed in the 

guest room, his arm after a few weeks slung affectionately around her middle as if she were a 

mere sibling whom he was put in with for warmth during a winter chill. 

But it was summer still, and Beth Anne was a mature though young woman, not a chilled 

male sibling, and one night she did something that thoroughly rearranged Danny’s view of how 

things were to be between them. As he crawled into bed on his side away from the wall, she 

leaned over him and pulled out the drawer of the bedside table. He looked in: there was a 

package of condoms there. 

“I got those at the pharmacy today. Best brand on the market. What d’you think, Danny? 
 
I’m all healed up now. Ready to rumble, as the street toughs say.” 
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“You mean, I’m supposed to—you’re expecting me to—I thought all you wanted was a 

husband. You know, for a while, get a divorce later, so on and so forth. You mean we’re really 

married?” 

She pinched his chin and kissed him gently on the lips. He smelled her perfume, suddenly, 

and felt at odds with himself. “Well, we don’t know yet, do we? I mean, no one knows for sure, 

but we might as well give it a shot, don’t you think? Why should we be bored silly because your 

mom and dad are shy and timid about discussing stuff? Do you know, I had to ask the 

pharmacist at the front counter three times for condoms because your mom was with me and kept 

trying to cancel the order? Then I reminded her that we didn’t want any more babies yet, and she 

sighed and shut up. But I did get it out of that housekeeping money you gave me two weeks 

back, so no harm done. What d’ya say?” Then she began to touch him in all sorts of intimate 

ways, to kiss him in various places, and he realized that she hadn’t been kidding when she’d 

earlier claimed to know a lot about “love.” 

He felt proud of himself on the one hand that he hadn’t had to be prompted by his father to set 

his wife up with a small account to spend on her own (though he had thought of this precisely 

because he knew his father had one for his mother). On the other hand, he was extremely 

embarrassed about the fact that Beth Anne had to teach him the ropes of sexual congress, which 

of course she realized was the case once they began in that way. Even as early as the next 

morning, Danny was amused at his father’s constant moralistic stance, reflecting that even if his 

father and mother hadn’t been as adventurous sexually as Danny and Beth Anne had been the 

night before, Mr. Cuff and Mrs. Cuff had to have done something very much like it repeatedly, 

to get six children. This knowledge gave Danny a feeling of maintaining some sort of edge over 
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his father, which was necessary to his self-respect, and helped him handle feelings of inadequacy 

and self-dislike that his parents had been key in promoting the formation of. 

All in all, though there were a few additional tensions in the Cuff household as the siblings 

grew older, the biggest got to be not that Danny wasn’t sufficiently warm or loving to Beth 

Anne, as his parents had feared, but that having another married couple in the household to 

whom the children could apply for sympathy, empathy, and small financial gifts, even, caused a 

rift between the elder Cuffs and their other children. One night when Beth Anne was out with 

her mother-in-law shopping at one of the local malls, Danny came in to hear his father saying 

into the phone in the hallway, 

“No, Andy. The problem with Beth Anne isn’t that she flat out interferes—” Then, he turned 

and saw Danny, and said, irritably, “I can’t talk now. Call me back later. No, skip that; I’ll do as 

you suggest and handle the problem at its source. One of the perpetrators just walked back in 

this minute. No, don’t worry; I have no intention of being unfair. Only just. Talk late;, see you, 

Andy.” 

Danny ignored this as if he hadn’t heard and made for the kitchen to get his evening plate of 

food and warm it up before eating. He kept walking, but his father followed him in, and began 

rather weakly, 

“Well, I guess you caught the tail-end of my converse with Andy, so I’ll just get to the point.” 

“No, Dad, can’t say as I did; why don’t you tell me what’s on your mind?” This put his father 

to the trouble of repeating his complaint, and Mr. Cuff sighed. 
 

“Well, the latest thing that has happened is that Neddy has bought himself a huge stash of 

candy with some money that he says Beth Anne gave him. Or you gave him, maybe. We all 



207  

know that he doesn’t need that, and I’m curious to know why you or she thought he could handle 

that much money responsibly.” 

“Well, Dad, I’m not automatically suspicious of a request for money for notebooks and pens 

the way you would be. We consulted before we gave it to him—” he said this to cover for what 

he assumed was Beth Anne’s faux pas—"but she has helped him look up diet information before, 

and we thought he was following it, to judge by the things he’s asked Mom to cook for him. No, 

this is not on Beth Anne, and not really on me. But maybe if you tried letting him make his own 

mistakes for a while, instead of trying to bully him into a concern for his health, Beth Anne 

might actually be able to help him do some good for himself. Try it sometime.” Danny had had 

a rough day at work with a website he was on, and this bit of backchat to his father was his way 

of working it off. 

His father began to seethe. “Are you daring to give me advice on parenting?” His tone was 

close and tight, almost as if he couldn’t breathe. 

“Actually yes, I am. It’s high time you stopped throwing your weight around and listened to 

us talk to you for a while. Neddy is in the wrong, I’ll grant you that. But if we tell him gently 

that we can’t lend him any more money unless he commits to telling us honestly what he wants it 

for, and she keeps up teaching him about nutrition, then maybe things’ll gradually improve. 

He’s only about, what, thirty pounds overweight? At his age with a little activity and a revised 

diet, such as he seems on the surface to be following, it shouldn’t take long to lose that amount. 

Remember that Roddy also went through a bit of a tubby time when he was that age; but it 

seemed to pass by itself once he got out and played Frisbee with Andy and some neighbor kids 

more. Sorry, Dad, I’ve got to watch my food, it’s time almost to take it out.” He then turned his 
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back on his father and addressed his posture to the microwave window, watching the plate turn 

round. 

“A lot of backchat and sass for a young man just starting out to work. You’ll have things 

enough to waste your money on soon, my fine fellow.” But his dad had inexplicably cooled off a 

little during this last bit of the conversation. Probably, thought Danny, this was his only effort at 

a valid comeback. He continued to think so until the fall came, when it was time to choose 

courses for his senior year in high school. 

One day as he was sitting at the table in the kitchen typing in his course choices, his father 

came down, sat at another chair, and began to query what he had seen, without asking, on 

Danny’s screen. “Why do you have so many graphic arts courses, and a typing course? Those, 

well, except for the typing, aren’t very practical.” 

“It depends on what you want to do in college, Dad. These are college prep courses, the same 

as the others in that category. And I need better typing skills regardless of whatever else I do. 

Andy told me to take Mr. Veldomata’s typing course for interactions and preps for graphic arts 

as an extra hour after regular class.” 

“I don’t especially care what Andy told you; your circumstances, which you brought upon 

yourself, are different from his. You can take typing, but you’re not going to take the graphic 

arts courses. You need to take the business courses applicable to your preferred profession after 

college.” 

Danny didn’t want to irk his father too much, but he said, finally, “Dad, my preferred 

profession is in designing websites and even video games. There’s a lot of money in those things 

these days. Trust me, I know what I’m doing. And you can forget reproaching me over and over 
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again for what you think I did, or for anything else I already did. If you want someone to 

change, the best way isn’t to keep haranguing them over the same old issues again and again.” 

His father got very testy. “Daniel, business, with a focus on actuarial work, is almost 

certainly your best move, to judge by your grades from last year. Look at this—” he pointed to 

the grades column on Danny’s report card from the Spring, where there was an “A” listed for 

“Statistics,” and an “A+” for “Mathematics, Marketing, and Percentages.” 

“Dad, those high school courses were very penny ante courses, easy gut courses for anyone 

who knows anything at all about math. You know I’ve always been good at math anyway. And 

I don’t even know what ‘actuarial’ means. But a lot of math is necessary in the field I’m 

choosing, too.” 

Impatient now to get his way, Mr. Cuff stated bluntly, “You’re not doing graphic arts, and 

that’s final. Actuarial work is statistics for insurance and premiums and things like that. It’s a 

very reliable source of income, just now especially.” But he was fiddling with his hands on the 

table as Danny looked at the screen with stubborn intent. 

“Oh, yeah, that’s right. The instructor mentioned that ‘actuarial work’ had something to do 

with a job we might get, like insurance. But no, Dad. You’ve already chosen my life mate for 

me out of a misapprehension about my morals on your part, not on mine. She and I seem to be 

working things out, but that’s not to your credit. You’re not going to choose my life’s work for 

me, too. Besides, I’ve already got afterschool work in a graphic arts studio downtown lined up 

for the fall. It’s only an internship until at least December, which means it’s at first unpaid, but 

then I get a chance for a permanent job until next July, which would look  good on my college 

application.” 

“No.” 
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“I said, ‘Yes.’” 
 

“Not with a wife and child to support, you’re not!” Mr. Cuff actually got up and started to 

stride nervously back and forth across the kitchen, pushing his hands through his hair and 

making it stand on end in his excitement. 

“You’ve forgotten that Beth Anne is a nurses’ aide. She’s already offered to help earn some 

money for us to live on, because by then the baby will be old enough to be in daycare. And if I 

get the internship, I’ll be a shoo-in for some scholarships. We’ll make do, so long as I pick a 

college that has what I need and can afford. Like Roddy’s at Garthmore U., for instance.” 

Mr. Cuff stopped dead in his tracks. “So this is all Roddy’s idea, is it?” 
 

“No, not at all. Years ago, when he went, I saw some of his brochures and looked them up. 
 
I’ve had this in mind for a while,” he lied competently. It had been a sort of pipedream, but 

since he had previously been sure that he would win out in numerous poker games, court 

Ramsey Anne, and all the rest of it that had taken place in his mind before Beth Anne came 

along, he had chosen to attempt the course he was now trying his best to put before his resistant 

and recalcitrant father. It was no longer second-best to playing poker, that was all. 

“Your mother will be informed of this—this—mutiny.” His father plumped back down in his 

chair by Danny, his hair still sticking up, his eyes glaring a bit crazily. He really hadn’t expected 

this much rebellion from Danny, who had seemed to be generally acquiescent to the plans being 

made for him since Beth Anne arrived. 

Danny sighed now, as his father was in the habit of doing. “Dad, I’m going to be eighteen in 

a month’s time. I know you could kick me out of the house if you really wanted to, but you’re 

going to have to try to give me a chance to arrange my own life, with my wife and child, since 

that was what you chose for me last. Both Andy and Roddy are following their own career 
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choices and making their own judgments, course work and all the rest of it. And you can’t keep 

treating me as if I were totally unreliable: I haven’t played poker for anything but match sticks 

lately, just to amuse Beth Anne one night. And, I haven’t even had a beer for almost a year now. 

That’s not hard living to you, but I rather like an occasional drink, and I’ve bowed to your 

judgment in this. Call ‘mutiny’ away, but I’m the third bird mostly to leave the nest now, and 

you shouldn’t be trying to keep me immature and hold onto me by this means or by any other, 

even if you will miss terribly not having your ‘bad son’ to fuss at and nag as usual.” By this 

sudden change of front, accusing his father of undue affection for him in this way, Danny had hit 

upon a genius maneuver. 

Mr. Cuff glanced at him to see if he were being mocked, no matter how gently. But Danny 

had a serious expression. This was in fact the most serious Mr. Cuff had seen him in years when 

he wasn’t rebelling in a more direct way than just asking to be allowed to make his own career 

choices. “We’ll give it some thought,” he at last articulated, whuffling in his breathing slightly, 

as if out of breath. He then got up and left the room to a bit of an astounded Danny, whose heart 

was beating very fast. 

“Hurrah!” he whispered to himself, then felt unaccustomed melancholy, as if sad at his 

father’s defeat. But that evening, when he quietly told Beth Anne the news, she was jubilant for 

him, and repentant for her part if she had inconvenienced his parents in any way when dealing 

with the other siblings. “Better strike while the iron’s hot, Danny. I’m on pretty good terms 

with your mom right now, so why not do a little dividing and conquering? I’ll approach her and 

apologize for giving Neddy the money. Then, I’ll show her the diet plans I’ve shared with him; 

stupid of me not to share them with her to begin with, since she’s still doing most of the cooking. 

That way, she has a direct line into the requests he’s been making to her. And of course, 
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somebody has to talk to Neddy and tell him it’s not okay to lie to us either about what he needs 

money for. You maybe had better handle that: traditional sex roles with authority and stuff like 

that seem to be the M.O. around here.” 

They attempted this division of psychological manipulation labor for a while, Danny taking a 

few free evenings a week to talk to Neddy while they jogged around the block for exercise (or 

really, mostly ended up walking fast when Neddy got winded after a few minutes of it). For her 

part, Beth Anne spent time in the kitchen chatting up Mrs. Cuff during meal preparation times, 

giving her lots of information Mrs. Cuff either didn’t have or had forgotten from days when 

Roddy too had had to have his weight monitored. Mr. Cuff, except for the odd critical comment, 

was largely silent, though he did keep a careful eye on Neddy’s dressing and grooming habits, as 

if there was necessarily some intimate connection between that and his weight. It wasn’t that 

people who gained weight were obvious slobs, he thought, but that losing some weight might 

also make Neddy more interested in starting to appeal to the girls, now that he was fourteen. 

And God knows, he thought, they didn’t need more girl trouble, but a steady little girl could be 

just what Neddy needed. 

Neddy, the source of all this consternation, was largely oblivious to the amount of planning 

and strategizing going on around him, as he had probably been the most carefree of all the Cuff 

children traditionally. Danny, of course, had practiced freer social habits in the old days, but it 

had been a strenuous and care-filled form of rebellion, so he hadn’t really felt the spirit of sans 

souci. 

By and large, however, Beth Anne and Danny had the majority of their time taken up with 

their own personal situation, building a strong relationship with each other and taking care of the 

baby, who had been ambitiously named Albertine Abigail Cuff. The “Albertine” was after Mr. 
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Cuff’s mother, and the “Abigail” was after Mrs. Cuff, but they had all agreed to stick with family 

nickname tradition and call the baby “Abby.” The doubtful Beth Anne voiced her hesitation 

about the name “Albertine” to Danny in private, wrinkling up her nose at it, sighing and saying, 

“Oh, well, I guess.” Just what she guessed wasn’t clear, but she followed this the next minute 

with “I expect they’ll want to meet us soon.” 

Danny took her by surprise by saying, “Oh, no, we haven’t seen them for years. Our families 

don’t really meet or share a life. They cut up stiff, as I think it’s sometimes called, about Mom 

and Dad getting married; soon after we kids were all born, we stopped going there, and they 

stopped coming here. Occasionally, Mom and Dad get a letter or announcement from her family 

or his about stuff, and then they write obediently while making rude remarks, for them, with each 

other about their families, but that’s it. We sent them an announcement about the wedding, and 

Mom, funny moralist that she is, is waiting probably until nine months have passed before 

sending them a baby announcement, but that’s all. They both sent checks for small amounts, and 

since we’re living here, I told Dad to pocket them, which he did. No, I think Dad said Old 

Albertine is in bad health these days.” 

“Well, if we aren’t expected to kowtow to them, why are we loading up our baby with that 

ridiculous, outdated—sorry, Danny, but truth is truth—old name?” 

He grinned. “I told you there were serious drawbacks to being a Cuff. When Dad asked me 

to suggest it to you, I pointed out all the things you’ve just observed, and he said, and I quote: 

‘Daniel, I’ve brought you up at least well enough to know that there’s no harm in being 

respectful.’” 

That night, after they both got up by chance to change what turned out to be a very messy 

diaper, and were standing by the bed looking down together at Abby as she fussed, waved her 
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hands, pissed the bed while they were changing her, and had to be thoroughly cleaned up before 

the urine leaked through the protective bed pad, Beth Anne in pretend indignation said, 

“Albertine indeed!” and giggled. 

“Shhh! You’ll wake Carrot up. Daisy, to you. Carrot was her childhood nickname.” 

“Dare I ask?” 

“Nothing special, just the red hair. Not even the right shade for a carrot, actually. Leave it to 

the Cuffs. Even when they’re adventurous enough to give a nickname, it’s all wrong.” 

“How did you turn out so different? Of course, I haven’t met Andy yet, and I don’t know 

Roddy well, except for casual conversation.” 

“I didn’t use to be. When I was young, I fit right in. Oh, I don’t know. Things just worked 

out that way, I guess.” 

She patted his arm. “I’m glad.” 
 

He smiled at her and assuming a gesture older than his years, put a protective arm around her 

waist. “Me, too.” 

Though they were able to maintain marital congeniality in all the changes happening for the 

family, however, others were not doing well with the situation. Mrs. Cuff especially felt deeply 

repentant for her treatment of Danny, though he could have told her it had been far less severe 

and offensive than his father’s; her guilt still gripped the tender even slightly paranoid 

conscience of Abigail Cuff the Elder. She also had apparently harbored some harsh opinions of 

Beth Anne, which had not at all been evident in her friendly welcome even the first day. But as 

she grew to appreciate Beth Anne’s minor nursing and health information and her rude good 

health, lack of complaints, and cheery nature, she became obsessed with making up to her for 

how she might have been treated, had in fact been treated by her own family, little though Mrs. 
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Cuff knew or suspected of the specifics. It became a delicate path to walk for Beth Anne, 

socializing with Mrs. Cuff and at the same time not getting irritated by overdone sympathy or 

even worse, possible curiosity, which she couldn’t well turn away if she wanted to keep in good 

with her mother-in-law. Thus far, Mrs. Cuff had not strayed beyond the boundaries of the rose- 

trimmed walkway that Beth Anne had imaginatively painted her a verbal picture of as her new- 

found happiness with their family, but Abigail Cuff the Elder had a strange habit of always 

looking back fearfully at challenges already surmounted, and it required constant effort on Beth 

Anne’s part not to lose patience and be rude. 

The failure of Beth Anne’s system of coping with this kind interference happened while 

Danny was away and was not there to confide in or to support her in her efforts. Strong as she 

normally was mentally, the double onslaught of Mrs. Cuff’s curiosity about Beth Anne’s 

childhood and her overdone sympathy with Beth Anne’s supposed loneliness was too much for 

Beth Anne; she actually missed Danny while he was away on a trip for two nights for the graphic 

arts internship job he’d succeeded in getting. But it wasn’t only that. It came at a time just after 

Christmas when the baby had suddenly gotten very sick, and they had frantically assumed that it 

was Covid, and Danny had made an appointment for a specialist to come to the house itself, 

which was costing him and Mr. Cuff (who had offered to pay half the charge) a huge fee. It 

turned out to be only a bad winter cold, luckily, but the worrying was already done by the time 

Danny was back. She felt later that she had betrayed Danny miserably, even more so than she 

had in marrying him, because later when he got back and she told him what had happened, he 

said only “Shit!” at first. He sat down on the bed, put his head in his hands, and after a minute 

said “You know now that she’ll tell Dad. The whole thing, she always does, about your uncle, 

no, I guess he’s really your cousin, and about your and my not meeting before that day, and 
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about—did you tell her about Ramsey Anne?—anyway, about everything. We’ll be in hell! 

What made you tell her, and what exactly did you tell her, how much? I wondered why she 

touched my arm so weirdly when I came in and gave me that goofy grin.” 

Beth Anne thought back to that day, which seemed far away now, but she said “Well, maybe 

not. There’s a lot more to it than that, and you’ll have to hear it, I didn’t promise her not to tell 

you, after all. I mean, if she can tell her husband everything, then I can tell mine. I have often 

gotten the feeling that she was facing a sort of mental firing squad after a long time of not having 

anyone to talk to about what was bothering her. Man, is she fucked up! Sorry, but she is. And I 

can see why, if she’s been keeping all of that stored up all these years.” 

Danny frowned. This wasn’t making sense. “Did she promise not to tell Dad?” 
 

“No, but I think after what she said to me that she’ll be more worried about what I know than 

what she knows. And I didn’t tell her where you knew Ramsey Anne from, just that you knew 

my sister and had had a crush on her before you met me. I don’t think I even mentioned that 

Ramsey Anne was my twin. I just mainly told her about Henry and how he manipulated you and 

your family, and how Jamie let it happen, and how I went along with it because originally, I 

didn’t have a choice. She got really upset then, and then when I told her that you and I are happy 

together, and see a future together, she looked at first like she didn’t believe me, but when I kept 

insisting on it, she got an almost conspiratorial look on her face and said, ‘You know, that’s 

really good. I’m glad to hear that.’” 

“God! I’ve heard stories from old boozers about women’s gossip in the kitchen and parlor, 

but I just thought they were old sexists. Now what do I think? I don’t know.” He reached over 

and patted her leg. “But what did she tell you that was so odd?” 
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“It wasn’t just odd, it was a secret that she’s been keeping from your dad for, let’s see—oh, 

well, at least ten or eleven years now, I guess. Maybe a little longer. Given the way the two of 

them behave most of the time, that’s almost unimaginable. And would it ever put him in his 

place for browbeating you lot the way he does! You, especially.” 

“Well, about that, you know that we’re getting a relief from that lately. It was a surprise to 

me that he gave in and let me choose my own career and courses. And college. So, I guess as 

we already know, a second Cuff will be going to Garthmore U., and with Dad helping to foot 

some of the bill. Oh, by the way, before I forget to mention it, married student housing got back 

in touch with me from there, but it’s as we thought: it’s only for married graduate students, not 

undergrads, and with the Covid on and all of that, it may be partly remote anyway for a while. 

But let’s have it, what’s the big secret? Probably she took some of Dad’s housekeeping money 

to get her a new hat, or something, umpteen years ago. Let’s hear it, I’m all ears. We’d better 

hurry before we get interrupted. A house this full of people doesn’t stay private for long.” 

Beth Anne asked. “So, all of you except Daisy have blue eyes and light brown hair? Well, 

your hair is a little darker now, I guess.” She waited. 

“Are we going to discuss Daisy’s hair, or Lady Audley’s Secret? That, by the way, was one of 

my mom’s favorite books when I was a kid.  In a funny little confidence last fall, she told me 

that she never used to read ‘books like that.’ I haven’t a clue what the secret was. Anyway, 

what’s up?” 

“I am discussing it. Just trying to let you feel the same sort of shock I felt when I heard. 
 
Well, anyway, there’s a reason why Daisy has red, or really, russet, hair.” She couldn’t help 

pausing for effect. “It’s because she isn’t a Cuff. That is, she’s your mother’s child, but not your 

father’s.” She stared at him, but he didn’t seem to get the full impact. She waited. 
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Finally, he guffawed, then lowered his tone as he remembered his own warning about noise. 

“Oh, c’mon. What did she do, get inspired like the Virgin Mary, only by some painting or 

something? What do you mean?” 

“What do you think I mean? Daisy is your mom’s daughter, not your father’s. And he 

doesn’t know it, apparently.” 

“I don’t believe it!” 
 

“Danny, she was feeling really, really bad about how she had treated us. I imagine it’s some 

kind of reverse projection about how your father had treated you and by implication me, and she 

hasn’t had a woman to talk to for years and years. And here I come along, ripe for the sympathy 

picking, opening my big mouth about my experience with—well, with passing a little bastard off 

on someone—” 

“I don’t want to hear you or anyone else call Abby that. As far as I’m concerned, she is my 

daughter.” 

“Well, you didn’t at the beginning, but we shouldn’t argue that again now. The point is, that 

she’s had a guilty conscience for all this time, and she didn’t know whom to trust with the 

information, and she’s like a lot of women who don’t work and are housewifey sorts. She’s in 

awe of your father, and afraid he will leave her if he finds out. And for someone who doesn’t 

write novels, it’s at least obvious, as you have just told me, that she reads plenty, because she can 

imagine him in his wrath throwing her and her children all out without a plug nickel and calling 

it a day. Or, conversely, just throwing her out, and turning all her children but Daisy against her, 

whom she features in this version as a poor orphan, unfortunately born to trail her from doorstep 

to doorstep.” 



219  

“Are you sure you aren’t just making this up for a laugh at the Cuffs, as I described them? 
 
This is my mom we’re talking about, right?” 

 
“There’s more. It happened, as you would have to know by the timespan I described, while 

she was married to your father. She met some artist—funny that you should think of a painting, 

but it was actually a film artist with the famous russet hair, a minor talent of some kind, she 

mentioned a movie or two—and of course it all originated in a squabble over an umbrella.” 

She was smirking now, trying not to grin at what had caused someone else to be so miserable, 

but Danny’s full attention was on her now, and not able further to contain his glee, he hee-hawed 

full-voiced. 

“Ah-ha! It is a Cuff story! There’s the missing Cuff element, an umbrella. What about the 

umbrella? I’m sure it’s really, really crucial and important. Could it be that Lady Abigail’s 

secret was that she stole an umbrella from a movie star and got hauled up in court for it, 

unbeknownst to her critical husband? Wait for the exciting conclusion—so, hurry up with it, I 

hear people downstairs moving around.” 

“What basically happened, though she went back and forth over motives and feelings and 

impulses, and of course the film star was devastatingly attractive, that played some part in her 

downfall—” 

“God, her downfall! I can hear it now. Please, oh Scheherazade, continue.” 
 

“What basically happened is that it was a beastly rainy day, and she couldn’t find her 

umbrella anywhere. You guys were all at school and kindergarten, and had your umbrellas with 

you—” 

“My God, will this never end? You’re assuming not only her story, but her method of 

storytelling. Let’s have it!” 
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“I’m getting there. Well, she couldn’t find her umbrella no matter where she looked. And it 

turned out that that same day, when your dad’s car was in the shop, he asked her to drive him to 

work because he wasn’t used to the stick shift anymore.” 

“Old bustard. Anyway, go on.” 
 

“So, she pointed out that he had an umbrella, and she didn’t, and she had to go have a hair 

appointment, and he just said something about them sharing it. So, naturally, she assumed that 

he was going to give her his, and she was thinking what a nice man he was, after all, just after 

they’d been quarreling and having tension and stress over—oh, never mind, I can hear them 

downstairs too, I can tell you that later—” 

“And then?” he asked in magisterial tones. 
 

“So, she drove him to work, but he jumped out a block early and wanted to walk up to make 

an impression about industry, or something like that—” 

“And so?” he repeated his tones, sending her off into giggles, and then she waved a hand at 

him to stop. 

“I’m never going to finish at this rate. Anyway, the rain, to hear her tell it, had mostly stopped, 

although it was predicted to get heavier again later—” 

“And like Winnie the Pooh and the Rainy Day, ‘It rained and it rained and it rained.’ Am I far 

off?” 

“Well, but what caused the argument is that in spite of the fact that the rain was stopped and 

he knew she had to have the umbrella just in case for later, when she was going to get her hair 

done, he refused to give it up. Something about a newish—but in her defense, not totally 

new—suit.” 
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“Since she didn’t stab him with the umbrella and run off with the actor, I have to assume that 

he and she both survived. Or is my father actually a walking spirit?” He couldn’t be serious 

now, but she got very serious herself suddenly, and she waved for him to stop. 

“Hunh-uh. For her imagination at least, worse than that, I think. She was driving home and 

saw another stranded soul at a bus stop, whose umbrella was turned inside out and damaged. 

Rebelliously (maybe this is where you get it, after all), she stopped and picked him up and drove 

him home. To his home, be it said. Where he assured her that there was a plethora—that’s what 

she said, plethora, I had to ask her what it meant—of umbrellas. And that’s not all he had. He 

had booze, and weed, and was a wonderful cook. So, she stayed instead of going to the 

hairdresser, and that’s how Daisy came to be. Improbable though it may seem. Oh, and of 

course, by the end, her exhilaration was mostly over, so she told him she was a married woman, 

and it was a one-off deal, basically, and being the likely jerkoff he probably was, he assured her 

he wouldn’t make any trouble. And after giving her a choice of a whole closet full of umbrellas 

(which if you ask me, he probably got from other victims of his hospitality, since she said she 

chose a ‘garish flowery one, because that’s how I felt’), he bid her a fond farewell, and 

she went on home in her car, stopping to pick your father up on the way. And do you know, he 

was so full of his workday and what had gone on, that he only told her she smelled funny (‘I 

know it was the marijuana,’ she said), and never even noticed that she didn’t have her hair fixed 

or that she had a new and different umbrella. And some of those very facts of the story are the 

same ones that have been keeping various little resentments and fires stoked to this very day, 

despite all her coverings up, which I’d say are pretty good. I can honestly say I’d never have 

imagined anything like that. But she wouldn’t lie about something like that; not your mom.” 
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“Wow!” Danny said. He couldn’t top her revelation with anything from his trip, so he 

resolved to tell her about it later, when whatever sky was going to fall from his mother’s finally 

having a confidant had fallen, possibly on them all. But mainly on his father, of course, he 

thought at first, then again, no, probably on them all, unless she was satisfied with only telling 

her daughter-in-law. 

But his resolution to talk about his trip later didn’t pass muster with Daisy, who was at the 

door knocking the next minute. “I heard you guys jabbering, so I came on up. How was your 

trip in Covid?” she asked, as if he’d ridden in a new amusement ride. “What was it like?” 

Robby followed her abrupt entry into the room, he being also previously unannounced. 

“Was the train crowded?” 

Danny sighed. “No, not at all, it was nearly empty. Everybody was wearing masks, nearly, 

except a couple of tough guys who tried to pick a fight with the conductor, who just calmly made 

them leave the train at the next stop. And one woman started crying and weeping, about what 

nobody really knew, but another woman took her into the dining car, which was closed for food 

and drink, but open for seating, and they were there for a while, and then they came back, 

carrying some bottled water. No one knew where they got it, so they must’ve had it with them. 

All in all, it was sort of depressing. But the on-site work went okay. I got back in two days, just 

like I was supposed to. And I’ll get college credit for that, too, even though I’m getting paid 

now.” 

Conspicuous by their absence were the other members of the family, the reason why they had 

not decided equally to intrude upon the scene not quite clear at first. But then came a loud 

ruckus from the main hallway, and Roddy was yelling angrily (quite unlike even a young adult 

Cuff), and two pairs of footsteps came running unequally up the stairs, the first those of a red- 
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faced and puffing Neddy, crying out “I’m sorry, geez, Roddy, don’t be so teper—temper— 

terper—terpermental and selfish!” 

He was followed and apprehended just as they reached the landing outside the door by a 

swifter and healthier adversary, Roddy, who was still yelling some odd language that would have 

approached a string of obscenities if in fact any of them ever used such words in the Cuff 

household (other than Danny of course, who though he was now on better terms with his father, 

had tested Mr. Cuff’s mettle with a few choice terms). Finally, a few coherent words came 

through. “Thief! Thief! That’s my book money for school. Dad and I got together on it, and 

here you’ve wasted it on doughnuts and candy and crap! I’ll have your sorry little—“ finally, 

Cuffdom broke down—“ass for breakfast, lunch and dinner! How dare you go in my vanity 

drawer after it. You know those are supposed to be private!” He even shook the terrified Neddy 

from side to side with both hands around his near upper arm, a grip and position which as an 

onlooker Danny could have told him was not the most efficient one, but it seemed to be 

achieving the desired effect in any case, since Neddy was now blubbering and crying 

vociferously, his face swiftly becoming a snotty mess. 

“I was hungry, Roddy, honest,” was his weak defense. Neddy saw a murmuring and crooning 

Mrs. Cuff making her slow and hesitant way up the staircase behind the towering figure of her 

elder son, and he set up a wail as if he were one of the grieving widows of Troy, which is to say 

very loudly and with enough added drama to make sure that everyone took his position as a 

deprived person seriously. It was even in the treble register, though Neddy’s voice had started to 

change two years ago when he was twelve, but it was having the desired effect on Mrs. Cuff, and 

also to some extent on Mr. Cuff, who came along at a slower pace behind her, saying, 
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“That’s quite enough, Roddy. Boys. Neddy, for—Pete’s sake, quiet down. No one’s 

harming you. Be still!” He caught up with Mrs. Cuff just as she reached the landing, too, and 

the four of them stood facing each other outside the open bedroom door, where Danny and Beth 

Anne were trying without much success to soothe the equally loud cries of Abby, whose 

feelings were ignorantly in sympathy with Neddy’s. Or maybe it was just the noise that had 

disturbed her that she was objecting to. Robby and Daisy stood in the middle between the two 

groups, for once silent and without much to say, then Daisy whispered something in his ear, he 

nodded yes, and they ran off together for the boys’ bedroom, where Robby was now a tenant. 

Mr. and Mrs. Cuff did their best to confront both an immensely offended Roddy, who stood 

on his superior dignity as an elder and a college student with high honors, as they all knew, and 

the still sniveling Neddy, who knew a good grievance tactic when he found one, and though one 

was all he had, he stuck to it with might and main. “I was just hungry, I couldn’t help it. He’s 

always socking away money, and never shares any of it. I just needed to have something so that 

Mom wouldn’t have to fix me so many meals.” And then he parleyed this apparent concern for 

his mother’s industry into another long series of sniffs and loud snorts and intermittent weeping. 

Mr. Cuff had no more Cuffdom or patience, for the moment. He yelled in his rarely used 

baritone register, “Neddy, for God’s sake, shut the hell up!” But Neddy’s eyes got big and round 

and sincerely frightened at his father’s rough words, and started crying even louder, throwing 

himself into his mother’s arms as if she were in his view his only salvation. 

“Now, dear, let’s not use language to the boys,” she said softly, shyly patting Neddy on the 

back, since she wasn’t used to being embraced often by her children and without there being 

some special occasion. “Edward, your father is angry because you’re making so much noise. 
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Maybe if you could—here, dear, use Mother’s handkerchief, wipe your face. No one is going to 

hurt you, certainly not Roddy.” She shook her head reproachfully at her elder son. 

He also snorted, but in derision. “She can’t protect you forever, my man,” he muttered. 
 

But his father heard him and said, “Roderick! We’ll have no threats of violence in this 

household, not while I live and breathe. Do you understand me?” 

“He’s a thief, and it was your money too, and now it’s gone down that fat gullet of his! Most 

of it anyway.” 

“I have more money. Do you understand me?” 
 

Roddy’s face was now nearly as red and angry and inflamed as the snot-covered Neddy’s, but 

after glaring at his father for a few hard-fought seconds, he said in something still of a hostile 

tone, “Yessir. But—” 

“No buts. And you can improve your tone to me, young man. You live here, too.” Mr. Cuff 

waited for silence, and then realized that Neddy wasn’t going to stop easily. He patted a plump 

shoulder with something almost like aversion as he looked at the mucus and the tears, and when 

he got as much quiet as he figured he was going to get, then he said, “That’s better. Now, you 

two combatants can go to your room until we decide on supper, and you will eat upstairs with 

each other tonight in amity, and I mean with pleasant attitudes, as much as possible. No more 

arguing. Your mother and I will decide what to do, as usual. In the meantime—” he looked over 

the noise to the now reassured Abby, who was with the versatility of babies cooing in her crib 

and seemed to be unaware that she had ever added to the confusion and melodrama. “In the 

meantime, since Danny and Beth Anne are the only two reasonable members of this family left, 

evidently, oh well, with the exception of Daisy and Robby…now, where have they gotten off to? 

I guess all the noise scared them away. No, there, I hear them in the boys’ bedroom.” He tapped 
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on the door, but unfortunately for the case of peace and quiet and domestic tranquility in the Cuff 

household that evening, opened the door as soon as he knocked. With the exception of Danny 

and Beth Anne, who were just putting the baby down and making their way warily towards the 

rest of the family group, they all got a full view of Robby and Daisy, whose cheeks were full of 

something to eat; they were chewing vigorously. The minute they saw the family group 

watching them, they both stopped breathing, almost, but it was too late. 

A vengeful and irate and suddenly recovered Neddy roared, “Mine! Get out of my stuff! Get 

out of it now! I’ll beat you blue! I’ll make you sorry!” That making someone sorry was a rather 

weaker threat than “beating them blue” seemed to bother him not in the least, and he launched 

himself into the room in defense of his previously secreted edibles, making even better haste than 

he had when pursued by Roddy, who was now chuckling and making as much mockery as he 

dared while his parents were still flummoxed by this recent turn of events. 

Roddy made one bold remark, which was “Not so funny when it happens to you, is it, 

Nedward?” 

It was his father’s turn to give dirty looks, and he visually stormed at Roddy, but it didn’t last 

because the situation in the room seemed dire and more in need of attention. 

“I told you Carrot got in all our stuffs all the time. That’s mine—” Neddy proceeded, but 

then, realizing that he perhaps wasn’t on solid rhetorical ground, he retreated to: “I told you, 

Carrot prowls around and goes in all our stuffs all the times when you can’t find her anywhere, 

she’s always in our room snooping around, even in our underwears drawer—” and finally 

incoherent, he threw himself towards his young sister, but with her mouth stuffed full sof his ill-

gotten treats, she was still more agile than he, and zipped past everyone, racing down the stairs 

and towards the kitchen, where she felt confident she wouldn’t be pursued for at least a 
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while: the elements of justice were all up on the landing, and the plump Neddy was stretched out 

ungracefully across his bed where he had solidly missed her with his grab, and landed with a real 

lack of polish. The slower Robby wasn’t so lucky. He avoided getting into fisticuffs with his 

elder brother Neddy, but just as he stepped past him, he found that the scorpion does indeed have 

a sting in its tail, in the shape of Neddy’s foot, which maliciously reached out and tripped him, so 

that he fell flat at Mr. Cuff’s feet and accidentally spit out a whole mouthful of candy pieces 

which he had been trying to engulf all at once. 

“What—what the—what—where is Andy when I need him?” asked the aching Mr. Cuff, 

totally bewildered as to why he was at this particular time clutching the tattered remainders of 

his parental robes of authority to his figurative nakedness. “What on earth is going on this 

evening, in this family? Never mind. I want Danny and Beth Anne and—Robby, you get up too, 

you’re guilty as all get out of misbehavior, but you’re coming downstairs, too, and I judge Daisy 

is already down there. Roddy, be civil to Neddy, Neddy, be respectful to Roddy, and you two 

stay up here. You’ll have supper up here tonight, together.” 

They both groaned exactly in unison, but the moment their irritable father looked around at 

them, the noise stopped. “Good! We’ll call you when it’s time to come and get your trays. And 

no spilling, Mother doesn’t want more to clean up. Wait a minute, here, Robby, before you get 

away from me, clean up this mess of candy you spit out. You know where the buckets and rags 

are, get busy! All of you, shape up! I never thought that I would find Danny to be my next best- 

behaved child after Andy.” This was evidently meant to put the others in their place, and when 

Danny heard this, he stuck his tongue out at Beth Anne in secret and made a mock face of 

childish superiority. She smiled. 
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Mr. Cuff paused, looked in Danny’s and Beth Anne’s room at the now dozing baby, and drew 

a deep breath. “Well, okay, then, Danny, you two come downstairs and tell me and Mother all 

about your trip.” 

Beth Anne exchanged a look with Danny that said “If only he knew what we know,” but they 

were compassionate young people even though they found Cuffdom onerous, so they went 

without a murmur and sat at the table with him and Mrs. Cuff for a few minutes while he dealt 

out a verbal warning form of punishment to both Daisy and, when he came downstairs a 

suspiciously short amount of time later, Robby. Then, when dinner was served, after the 

miscreants above had departed upstairs again with their portions, they all sat down to a 

reasonably simple and placid dinnertime. The only thing in the back of Beth Anne’s mind at the 

time was whether her mother-in-law was now going to feel that there was a problem with 

relating to her because of what she knew, and whether she was going to be trusted to keep quiet. 

And Danny spent his free moments getting a closer look at the way his mother and father 

interacted, which he had always taken for granted before. True, his father seemed to be the 

boss, but all it took was the occasional doubting or guiding word from his mother to cause Mr. 

Cuff to hesitate, ask “Do you think so?” or “Would you really go as far as that?” or the like. 

They certainly weren’t modern-day combatants, whatever tensions had been between them a 

decade or more ago. 

He looked at his father’s hair, wispier and now starting to turn a gray streak here or there, and 

his mother’s thinning neck and frown lines. No question about it, they were all older, and the 

older children were what Mr. Cuff was relying upon to help with the younger. He really did 

seem to miss Andy, who had always in Danny’s experience kept his own counsel and helped his 

father by exerting a secondary male authority. But Andy was away for who knew how long (he 
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resolved to contact Andy on his own, now that he was paying for his own cell phone); Roddy 

was also preoccupied with college, even though remotely from home, and it seemed that while 

Danny had been maturing willy-nilly, Roddy had in a sense become a bit more childish again 

through his work with the other siblings, helping them with their schoolwork and so forth, which 

ought to have made him more authoritarian, as it had seemed at the beginning it was going to. 

Danny thought of himself as not much of a disciplinarian, but even he realized that this 

evening’s behavior on the part of the siblings had been bad; and it was not just momentary, 

because it had taken a few days for Neddy to steal from Roddy and get downtown with the 

money on his own, even as far as the local convenience store, which was fairly close at hand; for 

Daisy to find out where exactly he had hidden the candy, and even to become aware that he had 

it; and of course, for Roddy to find out that some of his money was gone, which entailed 

counting it like a miser, as Danny had teased him before about doing.  Now, he doubted the 

whole amount was actually gone, as large as it was. It was probably only the portion Roddy  had 

not yet had a chance to bank downtown that had been taken, however much that was. And, of 

course, Robby’s bad behavior was more coincidental to the evening, since Daisy had lured him 

in front of them all into the secret about where the candy was kept while the rest were arguing 

over the missing money with their parents; but even that was unusual, entailing a willingness to 

steal, especially from someone already apprehended right in front of him, Neddy.. 

     No, Danny was also a bit bewildered as to what had happened—then he thought again that 

Beth Anne and the rest of his family had been preoccupied with Abby’s winter cold and the 

scare over Covid, and he had been away for a couple of days. Still, it was an odd sort of family-

crisis time for his normally well-behaved sister and brothers to choose to cut loose. It would 

seem that the peaceful Cuffs were no longer pulling together under the secure generalship of his 

father as they had before, but were finding themselves other principles, not good ones, for 
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conduct. And though he might be of use with the younger ones while he remained at home, he 

was at his schooling and then at work a large part of the day and early evening, and sometimes 

got home late. Maybe that was it, they were all just going off in their different directions 

gradually. 

The rest of the evening was relatively uneventful, though Roddy continued for days to watch 

his vanity drawer, and went to the lengths of purchasing a small strong box which had a lcck 

and key that he had on his key chain. When his father saw this, he at first started lecturing about 

family trust, but when Roddy argued back in a remarkably harsh tone for him, Mr. Cuff actually 

backed down and then pointed the moral to Neddy, that his behavior had caused him to be 

unworthy of the trust Mr. Cuff had just tried to instill in Roddy by main force of argument. 

Neddy was more accessible to guilt than Roddy was, but when his face started to wrinkle up 

with tears ready to fall, Mr. Cuff hastily ended with, “Well, I trust you’ve learned your lesson. 

Let’s have no more of that horrendous caterwauling of the other evening, shall we not?” 

All in all, the family unity was at least on the surface restored as they began during the late 

Spring of 2021 to cope with various new Covid restrictions and tensions in the society as a 

whole. Mr. Cuff and Mrs. Cuff went together down to his workplace, where the company was 

hosting its own Covid vaccination clinics for its management and employees, and in due course, 

they both were fully vaccinated, a full couple of months in advance before others their age in the 

community, who were not so luckily employed. Then, it was the turn of older children to get 

their shots. They heard from Andy (for Danny had dutifully called him and reported the scene of 

chaos and other small disorderlinesses that had happened in his absence); he also had received 

shots early rather than late as a member of his college’s volunteer Covid information league, 
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which made itself busy in the larger community by aiding older people to get information and 

help to get to Covid appointments, and as an incentive gave the volunteers their own shots early, 

too. 

It was late May before Roddy, Danny, and Beth Anne—who had to consult with a doctor to 

be sure it was okay to get vaccinated while nursing—could get their shots, but their clinic was 

also funded by Mr. Cuff’s generous work incentives for families who had children under the 

ages of twenty ready and willing to receive their shots. Neddy blubbered, but finally even he 

realized that he would rather get shots than have Covid, though their gentle explanations to him 

that as an overweight person he was in slightly more danger without a shot struck him as an 

unfair reminder of things he swore he couldn’t help, and occasioned a few more increasingly 

impatient conversations with his father before his parents persuaded him to have the vaccination 

(his was only one shot, the Johnson & Johnson shot, since that was what was then being 

offered). They all breathed a sigh of relief that he had had it, which left only Robby and Daisy, 

too young for the shots until society would prescribe it for them, too. They were entertained by 

continuing to be able to wear their masks like banditti around in society at large, though finally it 

was announced that standards had been reached that made their continued compliance not 

entirely necessary. As usual, the cautious Mr. and Mrs. Cuff maintained a “wait and see” stance 

that meant that there were still occasions when masks were necessary because they were at large 

events, but as the somewhat reclusive and exclusive Cuff family, except for the elder children, 

didn’t go about much in large crowds, this wasn’t a major concern or disadvantage. 

They were all at supper one evening, Danny having gotten an evening off and Mr. Cuff home 

early too, when Andy called. Danny felt a little bit nervous of him, because at Beth Anne’s 

urging, and not entirely willingly or of his own accord, they had together drafted a personal letter 

about the confidence Mrs. Cuff had shared with Beth Anne and sent it to him. 
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     The good daughter-in-law had maintained the secret for all this time, but Mrs. Cuff, even as 

Covid restrictions were easing up, seemed to become a little unstable in her self-appointed role as 

perfect mother figure, and while it wasn’t really necessary with any of her children for her to be 

perfect, they had all begun to look at each other and exchange brief words in private about 

“Mom’s thing lately, you know.” It seemed that she was on the one hand hypervigilant about her 

own behavior to them, but also strangely apologetic for things which could not possibly be 

construed as her fault. Mr. Cuff was thoroughly bewildered. He was careful of her and about 

her, and sometimes snapped at the children if she struggled, as if they had been at fault. Using 

what she felt was her women’s intuition, Beth Anne predicted privately to Danny that it wouldn’t 

be long now before his mother “blew,” if she continued as she was, and they both privately 

dreaded the secret of Daisy’s parentage coming out in a hateful way to anyone at all in the family 

or elsewhere, though elsewhere had been strictly limited for a long time. 

It was as if, in all the pressure from the Covid pandemic to maintain family solitude even 

more than usual, the unusual relief of being able to talk to Beth Anne about her secret made her 

want to seek an even wider relief when the pandemic was lessened, though since she couldn’t tell 

her other children anything about it, she was under a certain pressure in a family which didn’t 

usually keep secrets from each other. She had once or twice approached Danny because Beth 

Anne had intimated to her in private that Danny knew, and he found himself now her darling, 

even though at one point in the past he’d been her least favorite son. He sometimes had trouble 

escaping from her constant meandering conversations, which even when casual were sometimes 

hard to tolerate. On top of this, Roddy was becoming a bit jealous of all the attention Danny was 

getting, seeming to assume that it had something to do with being already married and having a 

child, circumstances he himself had avoided naturally and on the assumption that it would come 

to him too by and by, but that his parents disliked irregular arrangements so young. 



233  

Then, when Andy called, he asked first to talk to Danny, which miffed Mr. Cuff no end. He 

said, “Well, I seem to have lost stature with my children, even Andy. He now just asks to talk to 

one of you before the rest of us. Daniel, it’s your call right now, don’t keep us in suspense. Why 

is he calling at this time of the evening when he knows we’re at dinner? Yes, take the call in the 

hall, we’ll wait here, breathless. Let me know if he has anything at all to say to his father and 

mother.” 

Danny didn’t waste time. “What’s up, Andy?” He lowered his voice. “Did you get our 

letter? Be sure and get rid of it. I didn’t even want to type it and have it on the computer, 

because the temptation to keep it in a file and then Dad accidentally snooping and running across 

it—well, not accidentally snooping, you know how he is.” He paused. “What did you think?” 

Andy said, “It was a lot to process. I really didn’t understand all the part about how you got 

trapped into marrying Ursula—no, Beth Anne, because I thought you really and honestly had 

told all there was to tell at the time. But it appears that we judged you way too harshly.” He 

stopped. 

Danny broke in with, “Yes, but enough about all that. Beth Anne and I are settled, happy, so 

no more regrets. We haven’t even told Dad the truth, not that he would believe it, or that he 

himself could be cast in so intolerant a light, and it doesn’t seem so far that Mom has told him 

either. But I’m asking, what you thought about Mom’s revelation? What can we do to keep her 

from simply exploding? We are doing the so-called dance on eggshells around her; we don’t 

know from minute to minute what she’s saying to him in private and get the feeling that 

anything could set her off. Can you think of anything?” 
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“Well, I hate to sound like the hometown favorite, but I can think of one thing: Louise and I 

are coming back from school in a week, and I can ask Mom and Dad to have us there, too. We 

can sleep in the little cots on the back porch since you’re in the guest room, now. It’s closed in, 

after all, no bugs to speak of, nice summer weather, for a change, though lots of rain up here. 

Louise lives in Bessington, which by the road is only 40 miles away from us, so she can go there 

to visit her folks after, and I may go with her after our visit to you guys, for just a while, anyway. 

It’s been so long since anyone could be together. So anyway, maybe that would distract Mom. 

I’ll help out all I can, with Dad I mean, to keep him occupied, and Mom loved Louise, once she 

got used to seeing her climb the tree that time. I hope that helps; it’s all I can think of to do. Of 

course, Louise and I will be back and forth several times over the summer, I hope, and I can stay 

there for a while. I’m not doing summer classes this year, people are eager to get home from 

here anyway, after the lockdown all these months. But I’ll be doing some at-home study.” 

“Good luck with that; the younger ones are getting to be a handful. I don’t know how Dad 

and Mom are going to handle Neddy, Robby, and Daisy after all three of us older ones are away 

at school in the fall. And I’m not looking forward as much as I was before to being at the same 

school as Roddy; he’s gotten very secretive and hostile lately, probably due to having to be 

overly protective of his possessions and privacy, with Neddy and Robby both in the same room 

with him. You know, this house was plenty big enough for all of us when we were younger, but 

now it seems so crowded. That room of theirs is gigantic, but with all their stuff in there, it looks 

small. Beth Anne and I are even looking forward a little to having a home away from here when 

we go to Garthmore, a place just for her and me and the baby to live in. It’s going to be harder, 

of course, with my taking classes and her being responsible for finding adequate daycare and 

getting a nurses’ aide job for some hours of the day. But we’re really looking forward to 
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spreading our wings. Whoops! It’s gotten all quiet in there. You’d better talk to Dad before he 

blows a gasket. And if you talk to Mom, don’t say anything that sets her off emotionally. 

Nothing too sweet or loving. Just be practical. Though it’s hard to say what exactly will do it 

these days. Maybe the best thing would be if she did tell the old jackass what had happened; we 

might have an end to all of these stupid Cuffery manners and things.” 

“Danny!” Andy laughed as if in self-defense, almost sounding like a younger version of Mr. 

Cuff, but not quite. Not quite, because the closest anyone had seen Mr. Cuff come to a laugh for 

years now had been the swelled up, self-important look he assumed when he had something good 

or notable to announce to the rest of the family, about his job, his money situation, one of their 

successes, etc. “I know you don’t mean you want them to split up or anything, do you?” 

“Of course not. They’re made for each other. But all the pettiness, I mean, and the stupid 

rules and pretenses. I’d really like to get to know them as real people without all that stuff in the 

way.” 

“Well, in that case, I hope you get your wish, so long as none of the rest of them get hurt in the 

process. Now, let me talk to Dad. I’ll have to play up to him for a little while, and listen to his 

troubles and news.” So, Danny called his father to pick up the phone in the kitchen and went 

back to sit down and finish his meal in silence, while his father talked happily and jovially in 

front of them all. When Beth Anne silently crossed glances with him with a question in her eyes, 

he just winked. His mother saw it, and after a moment of staring at him herself in mute 

interrogation, seemed to find confirmation, in what he had always thought of as his good poker 

face, of what she didn’t know whether to fear or be glad about. That meant, he saw her cast her 

eyes down, that now three other people were in on her secret: Beth Anne, Danny, and Andy. So, 

Danny did the best thing he could think of, and the next time she looked up at him, her eyes 
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welling up in preparation to shed tears, he winked at her, too. This caught her totally off-guard 

and staved off the crying, at least. It was a new and different situation for her, having a 

conspiracy within the family that involved her, but not Mr. Cuff. Being winked at by the 

erstwhile bad boy of the family, even if not disrespectfully, though, seemed to do something for 

her self-esteem, and she spent the rest of the time listening to her husband talk to their eldest son 

with a fair degree of equanimity in contrast with herself of recent days. She even was able to 

talk to Andy herself for a moment or two, reassuring him at least verbally that she was doing 

well and that they were all eager to see him after not seeing him for so long. And that yes, 

Louise would be more than welcome. Maybe they would even have Elaine Mistrelistra and 

Alicia Adams (the midwife who’d attended upon Abby’s birth) come over for a meal with them 

all, out on the picnic tables at the back. Andy was delighted to be able to give word to Louise 

that her friend Elaine would possibly be there, too, and Danny and Beth Anne smiled at each 

other now to see the relief on his mother’s face. Maybe she would be able to stave off an 

explosion for a while longer now or avoid one all together; she loved having one or two family 

friends over, though it seemed not to have happened for a long time. 

Finally, the time came when Andy was at home, Louise with him, and all of them delighted to 

be together again. It felt like a whole new beginning for the Cuff family, and though it wasn’t 

quite the middle of June, Mrs. Cuff and Mr. Cuff had already planned their party. Mrs. Cuff 

selected Juneteenth for the picnic as it was an occasion for the whole country. The peculiar thing 

was, of course, that the area the Cuffs lived in and the state in general had fewer black families, 

and among the Cuffs’ friends and neighbors, there were no black families at all. Mrs. Cuff 

bemoaned the fact that they knew no one black to invite to their party, but the more sensitive 

elder Cuff Andy said to her, “But Mom, even if you did, you might make that person 
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uncomfortable by making them feel like a token black person. That might make them question 

your sincerity. No, unless you knew a few more black people to invite, it would be very 

awkward. Surely, we’re a big enough family, I mean in the political and moral sense, to 

celebrate with them in empathy without having to be so awkwardly demonstrative about it. 

We’ll know more diverse families by and by, as all of us get to college, though upstate does not 

really contain a huge percentage of black or even Latino families either.” 

Danny remarked, “Hey, Andy, your white is showing. Black and Latino families don’t like 

being described in that way, with the words ‘even Latinos,’ as if they were some kind of 

watered-down black that people find more acceptable.” 

But Andy was defensive of his remark. “Well, for that matter, there are more Asians at my 

college than any other group which might help us be more diverse, but it wouldn’t be proper to 

invite them to Juneteenth either, as it’s not their holiday.” 

Roddy, just to be obstreperous, commented, “Why not? If it’s a national holiday, it’s just as 

much theirs as it is ours. No, if we had gotten around as a family more within the state, I’m sure 

we could find people who wanted to celebrate with us. But the fact of the matter is that we Cuffs 

have mainly stuck to our own family group for most of our lives. I guess as we go apart, we’re 

going to get away from that some, and maybe it’s having such a big family that has made it 

easier not to mingle. Or maybe we just have all been lazy. And Mom and Dad haven’t been able 

to keep up their church connections, but even our white-as-white church is putting up banners 

and flags and stuff for Juneteenth, and when I saw Debbie Ryan in the market last week, she said 

that she’s expected to teach her Sunday school class of ten-year-olds about it. Of course, you 

know Debbie Ryan, Miss Royal Manners and Airs. She’ll probably be condescending and all of 

that. No, I think it would be good for us all if we lived in a more mixed neighborhood, but there 
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are not many mixed neighborhoods in this part of the state, and I guess as long as we don’t forget 

why we’re celebrating, we can have our picnic in good conscience.” 

Reassured by this seemingly knowledgeable discourse and debate among her college-age 

children, Mrs. Cuff perked up and drafted Louise into helping with party preparations. With 

great difficulty due to supply in the area not meeting such demand as was there, they managed to 

obtain little rainbow-striped flags for the occasion (which now included a black stripe on the 

bottom as well, the latest innovation they were aware of). The day was predicted to be fine, if 

hot, with luckily a cooling breeze in the offing as well, so that they had no worries for the day 

(though Mrs. Cuff was determined to use olive oil mayonnaise in the potato salad rather than 

regular mayonnaise, in the earnest belief that it would help the food stay fresh in the heat). She 

hummed as she worked around in the kitchen, and all of her children were relieved immensely, 

even those younger ones who were clueless about what had made their mother so “terpermental” 

lately, to use Neddy’s new favorite, if mispronounced, word. 

When the day came, Beth Anne approached Danny upstairs, as they were getting the baby 

ready, with a hesitant notion of her own. “Danny, you know how open and—well, empathetic, 

really, to use the correct word, Elaine Mistrelistra and Sha Adams are, and how they’ve been in 

general so supportive of our family since the baby was born, coming over to see how she’s 

doing, giving us baby food tips, in a sense keeping us going as a couple?” 

“Yes? I’m waiting. What’s on your mind?” he queried pleasantly, not thinking it was 

anything much at all. 

“Well—I’m sort of thinking that they’re the kind of family friends who might be helped and 

help us out in turn if they knew about your mother’s—incident. Not that I’m a gossip, as you 

suggested at the time was the case with me and your mother, you know, but…I think we may 
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need a little extra support to get your mother through the occasion. She’s excited about the 

party and is very busy with the preparations as if nothing else was on her mind, but she’s still a 

bit nervy, and snaps sometimes at Neddy, then turns around and pets him, even to the extent of 

giving him ice cream, for God’s sake. If I’m supposed to be helping with his diet, it isn’t making 

it any easier for me that he’s getting such mixed signals.” 

Danny stopped what he was doing with the baby-formula Deet replacement he had been 

rubbing Abby’s exposed skin with and shook his head doubtfully. “Oh, I don’t know about 

spreading it beyond the family, Beth Anne. We’ve always been a close lot, and with three of us 

knowing already, I think we should be able to see it through.” 

“Well, but you’ll be on baby duty part of the time, your mother and I will be cast largely in 

the role of food porters and attenders because of the way your family does things, by that 

outdated social protocol, you know what I mean, the sexist stuff, and even if the female guests 

help with the food, it’s going to be a scene of pandemonium once the party actually starts. I 

know I dragged out the story when I told it to you, partly because it was new to me, too, and 

partly because it was your mother’s means of telling it that was also a bit important. But unless 

you really object, I’d like to tell just the two of them, because they are not gossips and won’t tell 

anyone, I feel sure. We don’t have to tell Louise if you don’t want.” 

“Oh, I imagine Louise already knows. Andy tells her most everything to hear him tell it to 

me, and she him, about her family. She has a few choice scandals in her lot, Andy said, though 

he didn’t tell me what. Yeah, okay, if you can find a totally confidential moment when Carrot 

isn’t lurking around snooping, which at the age of ten she really loves to do, and you can cut it 

short and not get caught by my mother, you can tell them. Just, without beating around the bush, 

get their promise not to repeat it or discuss it with my mother. I do think they’ve been very 
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supportive of us. Maybe it’s their natural due; and their doom, of course.” He laughed and 

rolled his eyes at her. 

Accordingly, when the men and Daisy and Louise were all outside getting the table ready and 

generally socializing, with Mrs. Cuff fussing over details of the job they were doing, Beth Anne 

excused herself with the two women and took them around the house and up onto the front 

porch. They spoke very softly and intently for a few moments, and then came back around the 

house as if just exchanging baby chat, their usual means of relating. Danny looked across at 

Beth Anne, who nodded at him slightly. He frowned. It certainly had been a short conversation, 

in comparison with the long relation she had made to him the evening after his trip. He drew her 

aside for a word when he got a chance. All she said was that Elaine had been sure something 

was bothering the “nervous and highly strung” Mrs. Cuff all along, and she too had felt the 

tremors of an underground emotional earthquake in the times recently during the Covid days, 

when she had dutifully come along all masked up with Alicia to visit the baby and her parents. 

The party started with an announcement from Mr. Cuff before eating, who gave what he knew 

about Juneteenth in a small relation of details.  He recalled a Virginia train conductor who was 

there regarded with a sort of “equal” conventional esteem, in that state where so many 

conventionally black jobs were still held by black men and women, a kind of backward 

compliment, if you will (as Mr. Cuff pointed out). That conductor had years ago told Mr. Cuff 

about Juneteenth when Mr. Cuff was on a business trip, years before the occasion had entered 

the national (and especially the white) consciousness of the nation. 

“But,” said Mr. Cuff, “he felt that he had to tell me privately once he’d gotten a feel for my 

politics, and he asked me not to mention him if I repeated the information, because his employers 
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might think he was guilty of sedition. He’d in fact known another employee, a white porter, who 

got fired by the same company for talking about Juneteenth. Of course, that man was a union 

rep, who thus had his own problems to face, but all the same—” 

“What’s sedition?” asked the eagerly listening Daisy, who had already eaten a little 

something before grace and was rolling it around in her mouth as she spoke. 

Her father said in response, “No eating before prayer, Daisy. Sedition means inciting—” 
 

Daisy frowned. Her father, interpreting this as the beginning of a never-ending series of 

interruptions, struck preemptively and substituted: “Sedition means causing rebellion against the 

state. Causing rebellion.” 

With this, the equally eager Neddy (at least eager to top the discussion off and get to the 

meal), imitated his father’s pontificating stance and turning to Robby, a truly interested party in 

the audience, said, “And do you know, it has to do with people, black people in Texas, not 

knowing that the Civil War was over and that they were free? When they learned is why we 

celebrate Juneteenth. Isn’t that right, Dad? And we can celebrate now in their honor, right?” 

This raised a general laugh at Neddy, who blushed but didn’t withdraw his impatience. But 

Mr. Cuff sensed that his audience was in fact also partly with Neddy, as most of them were 

adults and already knew the details of the occasion. So, with the instincts of an occasional 

public speaker, he ceded the floor to Robby, who was asked to deliver grace. As soon as he did, 

an overall party mood broke out, and the eating in earnest began. 

Once the party was well underway, however, the still struck and thinking Daisy asked in a 

relatively quiet moment, “Well, couldn’t they hear about it on the Internet, Dad, or the evening 

news?” 
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Her father indicated the negative. “Use your head, Daisy. You surely know the Internet and 

even tv wasn’t invented back then.” 

“Well, then, couldn’t they read it in the newspapers?” 
 

“There were few newspapers; the newspapers suppressed the news; and black people were so 

held down and repressed that most of them weren’t taught to read and write.” 

“But didn’t people tell them?’ 
 

“Some of those people didn’t know, and their owners had a vested interest—a political 

reason—for not telling them: they wanted to keep their free labor.” 

The irrepressible Daisy said, after chewing a few more bites, “Well, you know, that just 

sucks.” 

There was a general giggle, quickly dowsed when Mrs. Cuff, a twinkle in her eye, said, 

“Language, Daisy. Let your food fill your mouth.” 

“It does, Mom, and she talks anyway,” Neddy pointed out with virtue in his voice, proud that 

he was on his best behavior not to eat too fast and to chew with his mouth closed, and other such 

edicts, though he didn’t know if he could abide by the equally oppressive and also earlier 

command not to get at table and request too many helpings. 

The meal wore on congenially, and then it was time for ice cream. Once again, the women 

conspired to keep Mr. Cuff and the other, budding men comfortable with their male status, and 

took up the plates and used things. But Danny and Andy helped to take out the ice cream fixings 

and clean plates, and finally helped bring out the ice cream boxes when the women were coming 

back out. It was a nice afternoon, until the moment after dessert was finished and cleaned up, 

when they were all sitting at table discussing various community issues and national gossip. The 
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three youngest children had obviously gotten bored with this, and they had stepped away into the 

yard to play. 

At first, no one paid attention to their games, but then slowly, Daisy began to gain attention 

with her lifelike groans and moans and wailing cries. Though Neddy didn’t seem to know it, 

whose unsleek appearance was in an unlikely position as her plow horse, she was obviously 

imitating his cries and carryings-on the day he’d been apprehended with the goods bought with 

Roddy’s money. But in the third position was Robby, yelling at the two of them and wielding a 

large stick, with which he pretended to beat them. Once or twice, he got a little too close, and 

accidentally struck them for real, and Mr. and Mrs. Cuff became suddenly more interested in the 

game and started up from the table to watch protectively. Neddy cried out, and Daisy’s angry lip 

protruded and she balled her fist up and struck Robby with it on the stick-wielding arm. And as 

an added fillip of drama, she then turned back to her plow horse, Neddy, and slapped him in the 

middle of the back, yelling suddenly very audibly, “Get on up, Boyhorse! Plow master’s field! 

Get on up, or I’ll give you more licks! Yes, master, I’ll plow your field. I’ll wash your clothes. 

I’ll cook your meals. Just don’t beat me with that stick! Please, master, I’m begging you!” And 

she fell on her knees at the delighted Robby’s feet. He raised his stick, and her plow horse 

inconsistently turned on her in a new role as another oppressor; they both fell upon her in a 

tumble at about the time that Mr. Cuff raced toward them thundering, “Daisy, how dare you! Get 

up, you young good- for-noughts, how dare you all? We don’t make jokes and mockery of such 

things. We don’t play about them or make fun even in jest. All of you, get inside the house 

right now! I will be in to punish you, of that you can be sure!” And he jerked the boys roughly 

up by one arm each and nearly screeched at Daisy, “Daisy, get up off that good-for-nothing 

bottom of yours and get inside with these two. Cuffs don’t act like that!” 
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Daisy, however, did not have a parental hand laid on her yet, and had been enjoying center 

stage as the slave in the impromptu piece. The adults were all speechless, and so heard loud and 

clear Daisy’s rejoinder; as a frequent agent of sedition to the family government, she had often 

offered back sass, and so this was not a different kind of occasion to her, despite the fact that the 

specifics of her backchat this time made all of them but Roddy (who wasn’t in the secret) dread 

the incident’s result for Mrs. Cuff’s composure. Daisy muttered rebelliously, “Yes, big master. 

I’m always treated like a slave anyway. I guess I’m not really a Cuff. I act the way I want to act, 

and I’m smart, not stupid and fat like Neddy—” 

“Hey!” yelled Neddy, who now had two reasons to blubber,  

“—or mean and grumpy, like Robby.” 

“You’re just mad because—” responded Robby over his shoulder, but Mr. Cuff broke in with 

“Keep walking and stop talking, you two. Daisy, get your little fanny in here. No more lip from 

any of the three of you, or we won’t have Fourth of July.” And he pulled the boys toward the 

house and turned his head to see if Daisy was following. The threat not to have the next holiday 

was, however, sufficient to keep the three children travelling steadily with him, as they all 

protested and promised and negotiated. When they were safely bestowed inside the front door 

with instructions which the adults could vaguely hear about going straight to their rooms, he 

came back and sat down with a whuff. It had taken a fair amount of energy on his part. He 

whuffled again, and murmured to the table at large, “I’m really sorry for that, folks. I’m so 

embarrassed. I know they’re just kids and have high spirits, and maybe not much tact or sense, 

but it’s time they developed some, and that shouldn’t have happened.” 

The adults all made their own polite protests, and tried to laugh it off, but the damage was 

done with regard to Mrs. Cuff at least. Her eyes spilled over, and she said “Oh, my Daisy! Oh, 
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not a Cuff. Not ever a Cuff. Always was a little misbegotten fairy. I said it when she was small, 

and I’ll say it again: she’s so much like—like—” and then, she broke into gales of weeping and 

ran for the house herself. Rising as one body, the women jumped up from the table and followed 

her. Mr. Cuff jumped up in concert, or just after, but Elaine and Beth Anne cut him off. Elaine 

said, 

“Mr. Cuff, it’s one of those women things. You’d better let us deal with it. It’s okay, she’s 

just reacting to having a high occasion after so long of being isolated because of the Covid 

pandemic; I’ve seen it with lots of people in my line of business.” 

Mr. Cuff was obviously also having a field day of high emotions, because he starkly 

responded with, “Yes, I know you have a line of work that the women in my family seem to 

respect, and I know you have a degree or something, but moonshine and mysticism isn’t what 

she needs right now. I need to talk to her and reassure her.” And he tried to start again for the 

house. 

“Please, Mr. Cuff, Jerry, stay here with the rest of the family. It’s a sort of tempest in a 

teapot, but if you make it worse, you’ll live to regret it. I mean by that that it may be time of life 

stuff, and you need to be as sensitive to it as only a woman can be.” And with this, Beth Anne 

patted his arm, and gently pressed him into his seat again. 

He looked at her uncertainly, but she had dressed a sore toe of his and patched up a couple of 

scrapes for the children, and he couldn’t dismiss her more practical nurses’ aide degree as 

“moonshine and mysticism,” which would mightily have offended Elaine if she hadn’t known 

just the type of conventional man he was. Finally, he subsided into his seat and let them go. 
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When they got as far as the porch, Elaine, keeping her voice low as voices tended to carry in 

the cool evening air, said to Beth Anne with approval, “Good job intimidating him with time of 

life stuff. That often does the trick. Men have their own moonshine and mysticism about 

women’s time of life.” She went in followed by the others. 

“Yes, I think she’s a few years away from that yet, but it never hurts to intimidate a man a 

little, anyway.” This was Alicia, and Louise laughed and said to Beth Anne under her voice, 

“Then what Andy told me is true? Daisy’s father is not Mr. Cuff?” They all affirmed this 

quietly as they went upstairs, not seeing that this part of their converse had been overheard by the 

lurking Daisy, who had gone restlessly to the kitchen to get a soda, even though it was forbidden 

without Mrs. Cuff’s permission. She had lingered just past the edge of the stairway when she 

heard them coming, and as Beth Anne led them upstairs to Mrs. Cuff’s room, she perked up her 

curious little ears. She had seen Mrs. Cuff come crying and sniffing in, too, and had put two and 

two together and gotten the usually incorrect figure, or at least a figure partially incorrect. 

After finishing her soda, which now did not appeal to her nearly as much, she went to her 

room, got out her little gym bag, and packed a few things away in it that she felt she would need, 

including her allowance remainder of $10.59. Then, tucking her stuffed rabbit under her arm, 

which was an old toy she’d never given up and which wouldn’t fit in the bag, she passed back 

out the front door, and in grand style went to confront her erstwhile enemy, otherwise known as 

her father, at the table. 

The men didn’t see her coming right away, and by the time she got to Mr. Cuff’s side, he 

gave a startled jump and got ready to reproach her. Putting together a combination of grand exit 

lines she’d seen on television shows and movies, many of which had been inappropriate for her 

age, but which she had managed to see on her own anyway, she said “No, don’t get up. Well, I 
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guess this is goodbye. Thanks for all your trouble; I’ll remember you in my dreams.” And she 

headed off across the lawn. 

Even Mr. Cuff, as angry and bewildered and cast adrift by the turn of events as he was, got 

an unwilling twist to his lips as he tried not to laugh. “Daisy, where do you think you are 

going?” 

“I don’t know, chum, but I’ll know when I get there. I’ll drop you a line sometime, shall I? 
 
Or maybe we’ll meet again, on the other side of the rainbow.” 

 
“Cut the crap, Daisy,” was Roddy’s more succinct advice. “You’re not leaving home, Daisy 

Lee Cuff, and you know it. Get over here for a hug.” 

“Oh, no, I’m not really a Cuff. There’s no reason anybody here should take care of me.” 

“Damn and blast Beth Anne and those women,” muttered Danny to Andy. “She heard 

something.” 
 

Mr. Cuff grew pale, but after a moment, held out a gentle hand to Daisy, and said, “Daisy, 

now you know that if you act badly, I have to punish you. That’s the way it is with parents and 

children. But it doesn’t mean that your mother and I don’t love and need you, and the rest of 

them, too. Now come over here and sit down by me.” 

Daisy, however, from her location just to the edge of the back lawn, showed a disposition to 

argue the point, or perhaps displayed just a need for more reassurance. “Yes, but you know that 

I’ve never been good. Maybe that’s why I don’t fit in; maybe it’s because I’m not a Cuff.” 

Andy, however, knew better than to let Daisy milk it further. To his father, he said, “Dad, 

you really can’t be planning to dispute the nature-vs.-nurture split with someone as naturally 

disputatious as Daisy. Daisy, to all intents and purposes, you’re as much a Cuff as I am and the 

rest of us are. You’re sometimes naughty because you’re the youngest and we’ve spoiled you, 
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but you’ve seen the rest of us be difficult, too, so give over the attitude and get over here and sit 

down. Or else, go back into the house and sit in your room, where you’re supposed to be. If 

you’ve got $5 in that bag, I’d be surprised, and you can’t go over the rainbow, as you put it, with 

that, and at your age. Now, behave yourself.” And he got up and walked in her direction. 

Daisy, showing a sudden tendency to giggle and be evasive, dropped her bag of worldly 

goods and threw her rabbit at Roddy, raced around the lawn, and tried to turn Andy’s pursuit 

into a game of chase. Finally, she drew all three oldest boys into it, with the rabbit figuring as a 

keep-away toy part of the time, and the game ending, finally, with Daisy getting tickled and 

hoisted up and thrown into the air. They had left Mr. Cuff seated at the table with Abby in her 

bassinette on the table in front of him, but by the time they finished even their brief game, the 

baby was fidgeting and fussing, and Mr. Cuff was nowhere in sight. 

“Uh-oh, Dad’s bolted.” Danny stopped to check on the baby and gave Andy a meaning look. 

“Who started that stupid idea in Daisy’s head that she’s not a Cuff?” asked Roddy. 

Grabbing his arm and pulling him aside, Danny said, “C’mere and help me with the baby, 

Roddy. Never too soon to get into being an uncle. Andy, why don’t you take Daisy into the 

house and help her unpack her stuff? And maybe get her a popsicle? Planning to run away from 

home is hard work, even if it doesn’t happen.” 

“Yeah, you would know that, wouldn’t you?” rejoined Roddy, clearly showing that he wasn’t 

in the know about a lot of things. 

The stratagem worked, however, in spite of the fact that Daisy’s curiosity usually made her 

reject such tactics in favor of listening to the adult conversation she was being excluded from. 

Clearly, though, she now wanted a popsicle to the exclusion of whatever else was on offer. 
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Once Andy was gone with Daisy, Danny lost no time in clueing Roddy in, not only to the 

situation with Beth Anne, but also to the situation which was in the past of Mrs. Cuff and which 

Roddy was now the only one not to be aware of. 

“Jesus!” Roddy said. “Why wasn’t I in on this? Was it because of what I told Andy about 

my strange problem with damaging stuff?” 

“What? What are you talking about?” It was Danny’s turn to be at sea now. 
 

“Skip it, I’ll tell you later. Just let it be said that I don’t have that problem now.” When 

Danny looked at him doubtfully, whether or not to continue the discussion clearly in his 

thoughts, Roddy said in partial explanation, “I just assumed since this shit hit the fan that all 

secrets were on the table in this family now, or something.” 

“Well, whatever you’re talking about, don’t damage stuff. And now, I think we’d better head 

for the house, in case something is going on that we need to be a part of.” 

Inside the house, though, Mr. Cuff had stood up for his husbandly rights against the 

sympathetic phalanx of women and had about quarter of an hour before finally gained 

admittance. He approached his wife with caution, but also tenderness, unusual for his normal 

matter-of-fact manner of dealing with her. The women were all sitting around her when he got 

there in his and Abigail’s bedroom, in the chairs and on the bed beside her, Beth Anne chafing 

her hands and Elaine doing her usual form of service by pressing an aloe-covered cloth to Mrs. 

Cuff’s temples. Mr. Cuff scowled at this unwonted company in the bedroom, but he seemed to 

have something to say, so he knelt down by her legs and put his hands, folded together and the 

fingers laced, on her lap. 

“Missus,” he said softly, “it’s all right. I’ve always known, or almost always. Here was that 

day when we quarreled, which we rarely do. And you didn’t end up getting your hair done—” 
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“I didn’t think you noticed!” 
 

“—and you came back smelling funny.” 
 

“That was the marijuana,” she gasped, ready to turn on the floodworks once again. 
 

“Yes, I figured something like that. And then, you were pregnant. I wasn’t sure, but then 

nine months later, there was Daisy, and she didn’t look at all like either one of us, and then more 

and more as she grew older—well, the little aquiline nose, and the deep red hair. I can count, 

after all, and it told its own tale.” 

Mrs. Cuff placed one hand carefully over his folded ones, and said, “She doesn’t act much 

like the rest of them, does she? Or like us.” 

He sighed as if the weight of the world either had descended on or been lifted from his 

shoulders, and then laughed a short bark of a laugh. “The rest of them don’t act much like 

themselves either, these days. Rather, whatever it once meant to me for us all to be Cuffs, it 

doesn’t seem to mean much now. I guess it’s just something you and I put together in reaction 

to our own folks. Let’s call a halt, shall we?” He then became aware of the others’ eyes on him, 

and glancing quickly around the room, he said to the group at large, “Why don’t we all just put 

the unpleasantness of this evening out of our mind? Why don’t we all go to the parlor for some 

coffee, maybe some cookies or something? I think Mrs. Cuff and I can handle it from here.” 

She looked uncertain for a moment, but then let him draw her to her feet as she blotted her eyes. 

“After all, the boys didn’t behave any better than Daisy did this evening. And our older ones 

are shaping up just fine! That Danny has been the surprise of a lifetime. I really hadn’t 

expected of him for the last few years that he would turn out so well.” With this 

encouragement, she allowed him to escort her back down the stairs, while under his voice he 

tried to amuse her with a short tale of Daisy’s offer to leave home. It was a good sign, the other 
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women felt, that she went off in peals of laughter when she heard him mimic Daisy’s speeches, 

Mr. Cuff’s usual form of mild humor not being at all given to mimicry. The others brought up 

the rear as they all passed downstairs, only to find the boys ahead of them in the kitchen making 

coffee and treating Daisy to yet another popsicle to keep her stationary and quiet. 

Feeling a little flirtatious, Daisy piped up with “Well, here comes Mom and the old man. Hi, 

old man.” 

“Yes, and he’s your old man, and don’t you forget it. You kids go on into the parlor and we’ll 

attend the coffee. I know we’ve had ice cream, but we’re going to break out the cookies this 

evening, too.” 

Daisy, a bit bewildered at the way adults this evening were being so unpredictably strict and 

lenient in turn, took an opportunity to plead for her cohorts in crime. “Oh, can Neddy and Robby 

come down for it, too? They’ve been sitting up in their room all this time.” 

“Yes, go and get them,” Mrs. Cuff found her voice, “but remember, all of you be on your best 

behavior. Get plates down for the cookies when you come back, you three can help us in the 

kitchen.” 

The rest of the evening passed in a happy blur, though finally it was time for the visitors to go 

home, and for Andy and Louise to turn in, as they had an early online course prep the next day 

for their fall course in Economics 301. Andy and Louise were thinking of helping to run her 

parents’ business in flooring together as their main occupation when they graduated, though 

Andy still wanted to write plays and poetry on the side. There wasn’t an engagement spoken of 

outright yet, but it was in the air, which Mrs. Cuff said to Mr. Cuff that night as they were 

drifting off to sleep.  It had been an unusual and unprecedented mark of trust to let the two of 

them sleep together on the two cots out on the porch, but the Cuffs were growing up, one and 

all. 
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He responded drowsily at first, not used to so much emotional upheaval in his erstwhile 

carefully planned and constructed world; he was exhausted. Then, he said, “You know, we were 

so taken up with the ‘problem with Ursula,’ the ‘problem with Ursula’ that we forgot all other 

problems.” 

“Yes, but what Beth Anne has actually been is a—what d’you call it? That chemical thing 

that Roddy was speaking about?—oh, a catalyst. She makes things happen.” 

“And Beth Anne has actually been such a good influence on our family. Of course, I’d rather 

that things hadn’t come out like this, and you know we’re going to have a million questions and 

the like from Daisy….” 

Mrs. Cuff groaned. “Yes, I know. And I know her well enough to be aware that she will have 

a heyday making much of herself as the star of the show, still. She at least got that dramatic 

talent honestly if there’s anything honest about it.” 

“I can hear it now: ‘I’m half-adopted.’” He laughed almost in his sleep; he was fading fast. 

“By ‘dramatic talent,’ you mean her father?” 

“Oh, yes. He was a penny ante actor, to use Danny’s expression.” 
 

“Not our type at all. I’m glad you decided to stay with me.” He snuggled into a comfortable 

position with her in a way they hadn’t used for a while now. 

“It wasn’t a hard choice, dear. And I’m glad you didn’t throw me out.” 
 

It was the last laugh he gave before drifting off to sleep: “Huh! Maybe drama is in your 

blood after all. Throw you out!” 

Mrs. Cuff thought about this as she was growing more tired by the moment. Finally, as her 

last act before she too fell deep into the waters of unconsciousness, she lazily pulled open her 

bedside table drawer and withdrew Lady Audley’s Secret, with its tattered and loose pages and 
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split backstrap. Giving it a last glance, she took it and dropped it into the bedside waste basket. 

Well, that was that. 
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