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One catastrophe after another, her father said, meaning
her. She knew she wasn’t supposed to hear it. But she was alone in
that big drafty church house, with just him and Iris, the maid. He
was an Episcopal minister, a widower. Other women came in, one
after another, all on approval, though no one ever said anything —
Missy was seven, and he expected judgments from her about who
he would settle on to be her mother. Terrifying, She lay in the dark
at night, dreading the next visit, women looking her over, until she
understood that they were nervous around her, and she saw what
she could do. Something hardened inside her, and it was beauti-
ful because it made the fear go away. Ladies with a smell of fake
flowers about them came to the house. She threw fits, was horrid
to them all.
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FLASH FICTION FORWARD

One April evening, Iris was standing on the back stoop, smok-
ing a cigarette. Missy looked at her through the screen door.
“What you gawkin’ at, girl?” Iris said. She laughed as if it wasn’t
much fun to laugh. She was dark as the spaces between the stars,
and in the late light there was almost a blue cast to her brow and
hair. “You know what kind of place you livin” in?”

“Yes.”

Tris blew smoke. “You don’t know yet.” She smoked the ciga-
rette and didn’t talk for a time, staring at Missy. “Girl, if he settles
on somebody, you gonna be sorry to see me go?”

Missy didn’t answer. It was secret. People had a way of saying
things to her that she thought she understood, but couldn’t be sure
of. She was quite precocious. Her mother had been dead since the
day she was born. It was Missy’s fault. She didn’t remember that
anyone had said this to her, but she knew it anyway, in her bones.

Iris smiled her white smile, but now Missy saw tears in her eyes.
This fascinated her. It was the same feeling as knowing that her
daddy was a minister, but walked back and forth sleepless in the
sweltering nights. If your heart was peaceful, you didn’t have trou-
ble going to sleep. Iris had said something like that very thing to a
friend of hers who stopped by on her way to the Baptist Church.
Missy hid behind doors, listening. She did this kind of thing a lot.
She watched everything, everyone. She saw when her father
pushed Iris up against the wall near the front door and put his face
on hers. She saw how disturbed they got, pushing against each
other. And later she heard Iris talking to her Baptist friend. “He
ain’t always thinkin” about the Savior.” The Baptist friend gasped,
then whispered low and fast, sounding upset.

Now Iris tossed the cigarette and shook her head, the tears still
running. Missy curtsied without meaning it. “Child,” said Iris,
“what you gonna grow up to be and do? You gonna be just like all
the rest of them?”
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“No,” Missy said. She was not really sure who the rest of them
were. ' ‘

“Well, you'll miss me until you forget me,” said Iris, wiping her
eyes.

Missy pushed open the screen door and said, “Hugs.” It was
just to say it.

When Iris went away and swallowed poison and got taken to
the hospital, Missy’s father didn’t sleep for five nights. Peeking
from her bedroom door, with the chilly, guilty dark looming
behind her, she saw him standing crooked under the hallway light,
running his hands through his thick hair. His face was twisted; the
shadows made him look like someone else. He was crymg.

She didn’t cry. And she did not feel afraid. She felt very gigan-
tic and strong. She had caused everything.
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