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Quarter to four.


Glow-in-the-dark clock hands wash his side of the bed in a sickly green hue, the color of ghosts.   On the rug in front of the bed, Black Dog licks her paw in time with the ticking clock.  Sluck-sluck, sluck-sluck.  I listen, try not to listen, then hurl a stuffed, pink, bunny toy at her head.  


“Quit it!”


Black Dog wags her tail, yawns at me, and lifts her nose high in the air, catching the scent of fresh blood in the room.  


Mid-February, winter lingers to torture these hills.  Sleet ticks against the window; wind rattles the panes, moaning as it penetrates the crack under the sill.  I wish I had another blanket but dare not move just yet.

Propped up in the bed, squinting in the dim glow of my night light, I read the same passage in this fat, black book for the third time, trying to memorize the words. “The wicked are estranged from the womb; they go astray as soon as they are born, speaking lies.  Their poison is like the poison of a serpent.” † 

I close the fat book and count the stitches on my wedding quilt.  Like tiny bird feet pressed into the snow, every stitch looks the same.  On white muslin, four tangled rings of blue and rose form twelve lidless eyes, always watching.  My grandmother and her sisters hunched over it for nearly a year, stitching, and whispering their toothless secrets.  They gave it to me on my wedding day—for luck.  

Five to four.

The bleeding has almost stopped.  In winter, pennyroyal grows like weeds under straw.   Comfrey and black cohosh, though, last summer’s crop, should have been fresher.  

“Bitter water, bring the curse.”  My childless Aunt Rae had taught me her secrets.

I flinch, reawakening the clawing pain, as a baritone owl hoots, two long, four short, “Hoo—hoo—hoo-hoo-hoo-hoo.”  Harbinger of bad fortune, it chills my blood.  Tomorrow, I must burn sage in every room.  
Four o’clock.

Black Dog pricks her ears to the crunch of gravel under tires.  His truck roars up the drive, squeals to a stop.  Metal door slams.  The dog whimpers and whines as her master stumbles up the porch steps.  I hear the jangle-clang-clup as his keys hit the door sill.

“Goddamnit!”  The blasphemer roars.  

I smile at the thought of him in hell.

Lock clicks, hinges creak.  He stumbles over the doorsill.  “Sonofabitch!” 

Some glass thing shatters in the front hall—Mother’s pink Fenton pitcher on the side board, I know.
The kitchen light snaps on.  Cabinet doors bang.  Clink.  Glug-glug glug.  He cannot resist the bottle of Jim Beam he keeps on the counter.  I wait, listen, as the refrigerator door opens, closes.  The echo of his clumping footsteps on bare wood tells me he is back in the front room now, flumping down in his favorite chair, lighting his reeking cigar and sipping his whiskey in the dark.   

I smile, relax, my secret undiscovered.   

Four-fifteen.

Thup-a-thup-a-thup.  Black Dog beats her tail against the floor as she hears him on the stairs.  She fears the toe of his boot in her gut but lies in that same spot every night, pleading with her tail.

“Have mercy, just this once.”

Black dog yelps as he kicks her out of his way.  Toenails click-click-click on the bare wood floor as she slinks around to my side of the bed, ears pinned back, tail tucked.

I hold my breath while he undresses, try not to shake for fear he’ll notice me.  Sharp pain shoots through my middle as the mattress sinks beneath his weight.   My stomach turns as one of his blocky work boots hits the floor.  I know those boots well, have seen close up the stitches on the soles, my face beneath them, pressed into the floor. 

Four-twenty.

I listen.  The blasphemer lies next to me in the bed now—not hungry to impale me this night, too sick to shove my face into the dirty laundry, too weak to drag me wailing, by the hair, to view some speck of dust I missed.  

Four-thirty.

I can hear his heart pounding now—baroom-baroom—like a kettledrum.   His stomach growls as if he has swallowed some live animal.   He breathes heavy, like he ran all the way home from his beer joint up on the highway, like he can’t suck enough air into his tar-clogged lungs.   The room smells of cigar smoke and cheese-gone-bad—I hope he doesn’t puke.  

Must remember to burn sage tomorrow, maybe lavender and thyme as well.

Four-thirty-five.

Aack-hah, Aack-hah.  He gags like his throat is full of bile.  Black Dog sits alert, watching him roll upright.  He coughs again, one hand pressed against his gut, the other rubbing his eyes.

“Leanne.”  He belches my name.

I pretend I’m still asleep until he bellows.  “LEANNE! 

“Hunh?”  

“Get your ass up and get me some bicarb.”

“All right.”  I haul myself out of bed, pain shooting through my middle and up my spine.  I feel a trickle run down my leg and wipe it with my gown.  No time to worry about stains now.  Ice cubes make everything like new.  

As I lower myself, step by step, down to the first floor, the banister shimmies. Another trickle.  Another swipe.  Black Dog sniffs, following close.  

The blasphemer has left the kitchen light on—again.  On a high shelf above the stove, I see the yellow box of bicarbonate soda.  A ripping pang shoots down my legs as I bend to slide my kitchen step into place, all the way into my skull as I hoist myself up one…then two steps.  I grab the shelf, my knees weak, and stand still, breathing deeply.  When I feel the clawing begin to let up, I take the yellow box down from the shelf.  Behind it stands a tall glass jar filled with dark purple flowers and green velvet leaves. 

My fairy bells.   My damson angels.

Last July his fat Aunt Ruby stood in my garden, hands on her hips, red hair in rollers, gawking at my pretty bells.  “What are them things?”  

I knelt on the ground in front of the purple clusters, picking leaves off the stalk, just before the seeds began to drop.  

“Fox Bells, I call them.”  (But I knew them by other names as well—Bloody Fingers, Dead Men’s Bells.)  I offered her a bunch of seeds to plant in the spring.  

In brown February, spring seems like a dream. 

Four-forty.

“Leanne!”  I hear him choking.

Whap-shing.  Upstairs, some glass thing hits the floor.  Then thud, some wooden thing, the nightstand maybe.  I ease down off the step and fill a teacup with tap water.  Dump some bicarbonate in and stir it with my finger, letting the hissing froth flow over into the sink.  Booms like thunder shake the ceiling above my head.   Plaster falls like snow into the teacup.  I wait.

Five o’clock.

“Coming!”  I holler up from the foot of the stairs.  

Black Dog runs ahead of me, wagging her tail.  From the hall, I see his cottage cheese bulk lying face down on the rug.    Thank some merciful god he left his shorts on.  Smells like he messed himself.  

I try to rouse him.  “You still want this?”

He does not answer.  I set the cup down on the dresser and nudge him with my foot.  Still no answer.   I kick him hard in the ribs.  His body lies blessedly still.

Down on the edge of the bed I sit, counting the moles on his back—twenty-three in all.  Black Dog sniffs the clumpy puddle by his mouth.  

Five-thirty.

Sirens scream as I dump the last of his Jim Beam down the drain.  From the kitchen window I can see the ambulance roaring up the drive.  I throw the bottle in the trash and head for the front door.  Open it, shielding my eyes from the swirling red lights.  Two men and a woman, all in dark jackets, rush by me with a stretcher.  I point them to the stairs.  Thank some god the bleeding has stopped.

Pink filigree shards glisten in the whirling lights.  I pick up the pieces of Mother’s Fenton pitcher.  Seventeen in all.  Too shattered to mend.  

Footsteps rumble down the stairs as the two men groan under the weight of the bulbous carcass—as I have groaned, wishing to be anywhere but beneath it.

The woman asks to use the phone in the kitchen.  The men busy themselves with the lifeless thing on the stretcher.  One of them catches me staring and closes its dead fish eyes.  

Blue lights sweep across the front of the house as a cop car pulls up.  The tall deputy strides up onto the porch and looks down at the body on the stretcher, parked now in the open doorway.  “Cause of death?”

One of the men looks up.  “Heart failure, most likely, judging from the size of him.”  

The deputy turns to me, asks if my husband had a heart condition.  

“Not that I know of.” 

He asks my name and the blasphemer’s name and age and is there somebody he can call for me.

“No.  I got my dog.”

He looks at me, then at the two stretcher guys, then back again at me. “Where is the dog now?”

The stretcher guys look at each other.  

“We didn’t see a dog,” one of them says.

The woman comes out of the kitchen.  “What dog?”

They all stare at me.  

I shrug.  “Must be hidin’.” 

Six o’clock.

Ambulance pulls out of the drive.  Cop car follows close behind.  No lights this time, but they will be back; I know.

Later.

The house is dead quiet—no sleet, no ticks, no tires crunching gravel.  Black Dog sits beside me, wagging her tail.  She lifts my hand with her nose, telling me to pet the back of her head.  I sit in my rocker, singing some foolish song I made up about Black Dog, watching the rising sun paint shadows on the wall.  I rock and rock and pet Black Dog, thinking about spring and my pretty bells sprouting in the cold, gray earth.   

† Psalm 58:3, 4.





