
The Bird Watcher  

            There are two types of people in the world: those who think that five years is a long time 

and those who do not. Elba Bascomb had seen thirteen five years in her life. She enjoyed 

measuring her life in segments like these: thirteen five years, six and one half ten years. In a 

decade she would have three twenty-five years, and she saw them as something tangible, 

something to be held, like marbles or pearls. At her age years were tangible, like books 

collecting dust on a shelf.  

            When she was eighteen and married her high school sweetheart Harold, five years looked 

like a long span of time. Five years could stretch across marriage, a child, a move, or a new job. 

For Elba and Harold, the first five years spanned the departure from their childhood town of St. 

Petersburg, Washington, her undergraduate studies at Seattle University, his tour of Vietnam, 

and the discovery that Elba could not bear children. The next segments of their lives were her 

career as a high school English teacher, his work in drywall, their first house, their second and 

slightly larger house, Harold’s decision after fifteen years in the business to start his own drywall 

company, her opportunity to teach English literature at the college level, and their talk of 

someday retiring in their hometown. 

            Since Harold’s death at the close of the century, time had begun to slow down for Elba. It 

felt heavier, rock like, and weighed upon her face, her skin, her very bones. In her youth, she 

viewed death dramatically, expecting it to roll in like a storm, making its presence known with 

booming, thunderous racket. She feared death like all young people do, checking to make sure 

she put on clean underwear before she left the house in case she were in an automobile accident, 

or worrying that she may die in the middle of an aerobic workout and that the mortician would 

not properly scrub her flesh before presenting her dead body to loved ones. That was her biggest 



concern about death as a youth: presentation. Now she expected death to come like all big 

changes had in her life, quickly and quietly. She had outlasted Harold a decade, outlasted his 

sudden stroke, outlasted the switch from being a missus to being a widow, and now she simply 

waited. Death, she knew now, would come like a thief in the night, and she fell asleep each night 

with this comfort.  

            Elba’s sister, Susan, a youthful fifty-five, had been recently re-energized when she 

became a grandmother. Now, she took trips to Disney Land and rode bicycles for pleasure. 

Inspired by her sister’s hobbies, Elba decided to find her own. Aside from the Catholic church on 

the outskirts of town, where she spent her Sunday mornings and Tuesday nights, she had 

nowhere in town she frequented. She disliked the smut in modern cinema, only turned on her 

television for the evening news followed by Wheel of Fortune, and found travel unnecessarily 

tiresome. She never viewed reading as a hobby. Since her childhood, raised by a librarian and a 

history teacher, reading had been viewed as everyday, common, like eating or sleeping. She 

owned more books than clothes or jewelry, or anything else for that matter, and when she was a 

child and her Sunday school teacher told her to only store treasures in heaven, she made an 

exception for books. 

            She was quite surprised to find, when she moved back to St. Petersburg, nine years after 

Harold’s death and a year after her retirement from teaching, that most of the bookstores in town 

had been closed down or converted into banks or coffee shops. She looked first for the children’s 

bookshop downtown, the one by the mall where her parents used to take her Sundays after 

church. It had gone under not long after her father’s passing, during her third year of teaching 

The Great Gatsby to sophomores at Ballard High School. She looked next for the used bookstore 

where Harold had bought her a copy of Pablo Neruda’s sonnets during their courtship. It held out 



until about fifteen years ago, when the Barnes & Noble came to town. Even the trendy 

bookstore/café, Scribes, perhaps (she couldn’t remember because it came and went in her 

absence), left a vacancy in the wealthier side of town when it closed its doors a few years back, 

leaving amateur poets and angst-filled youths without a public outlet. 

            Elba drove one Saturday afternoon to the strip mall where she knew the warehouse of a 

bookstore waited for her, big and dumb like an overexcited child. But it wasn’t there waiting. 

The sign was still there, a big Barnes & Noble, sitting idly above a darkened building. It stood 

between two clothing stores that on a Saturday afternoon were crowded with teenagers and 

harried mothers, but it remained unnoticed by all but Elba. She stood for some time in front of 

the door, looking in to see if any scraps were left behind, any remnants of a place that peddled 

literature like shoes, like buy one Dickens get the second half off.  

            “Ma’am, are you alright?” An employee from the electronics store two down asked her.  

            She didn’t notice him at first, but then the smell of his cigarette smoke hit her nostrils and 

she remembered Harold’s smell after a long day at work and she shook herself out of her stupor. 

            “Yes, I am fine. I didn’t know the bookstore had left.” 

            “Yeah, it’s been empty for a while. The last one to go. I think we made the news. I guess 

it’s a pretty big deal that a town of our size doesn’t have a bookstore, well unless you count the 

grocery store, I guess.” 

            Elba left the parking lot, left the fallen giant in her rearview mirror, and drove downtown 

to the old mall. She parked in an empty parking lot and walked until she found the old storefront 

of the bookshop from her youth. It had been empty and boarded up for decades, as most of the 

surrounding buildings had. There was no money left in this part of town. It had all moved to the 



outskirts. The center had sunk into foreclosures and loose talk of brand new condominiums. She 

traced the doorknob with her fingers, remembered her first copy of Little Women. 

            She didn’t bother with the used bookstore or even the bookstore/café. She knew that 

seeing them would feel the same way as seeing the others had, like that feeling she felt at the end 

of another school year when she said goodbye to her students and knew that she would never see 

them again. Elba drove home, pulled into the quiet neighborhood where she had been living for 

the last year, and pulled into the driveway of her two-story house. 

            She braked in the driveway as a large rubber ball rolled past her car and a small pig-tailed 

girl bounded after it. Her mother followed three steps behind, her face dirty with tears. In a single 

swoop, she picked up the child and the ball and moved both out of the way of Elba’s car.  

            She waved and said, “I’m sorry Mrs. Bascomb. I lost track of her.” 

            Elba parked the old Lincoln in the garage and came out to the front yard. 

            “That’s alright, Mary. You know, I was just thinking the other day that I haven’t seen you 

all around lately.” 

            Elba’s neighborhood consisted mostly of young couples in their starter homes. She 

appreciated the quietness and the close proximity to the library, but she didn’t socialize much 

with her neighbors. Her house was one of three in a small cul-de-sac. A young family had left the 

house to her left empty a few months back. Mary and her husband had lived in the neighborhood 

before Elba arrived. She could still remember the first time she met Mary outside, just in passing, 

one coming and the other going, but she remembered her sundress and her yellow hair. 

            “Well, Brian shipped out a few months back and I’ve been in Montana mostly since then. 

You see, my mother is sick, was sick. She passed a few weeks back and now I’ve come back 

here.” 



            “I’m so sorry to hear that, Mary. Would you like to come inside and drink some tea with 

me?” 

            “Sure, that’d be great.” 

            Mary and her daughter followed Elba inside. Elba had not had a chance to meet the 

husband before he left for Iraq and had only seen the little girl through her kitchen window. She 

watched her sometimes as she ran through the yard chasing insects. But Elba’s eyes gravitated 

more towards Mary as she wondered what it would be like to have a grown daughter with a child 

of her own. She never would know what it felt like to be a grandmother. 

            Mary stood anxiously in the kitchen as Elba walked back and forth, grabbing one item at 

a time. Elba caught her starting impatiently. She figured the girl to be about twenty-five. The 

premature wrinkles beside her eyes told her this, and the way she held her daughter on the side of 

her hip like she had been carrying her there her whole life. 

            “How old are you, Mary, if you don’t mind me asking?” 

            “Just turned twenty-one,” she answered.  

            “Oh,” Elba said. She studied her again and began to see, through the tired marks 

loneliness had left on her like a stain, a child. She saw the impish way she held her weight, 

always shifting it between each foot, never quite standing still.  

            “This is my little girl, Lisa, after my mother. I don’t think you two have ever met.” 

            “Lee-za,” the girl pronounced. She wore a straw cowboy hat sunken low over her head. 

            “Hello Dear. My name is Elba. And how old are you, Lisa?” 

            “Four.” 

            “Oh my, you were only seventeen,” Elba figured out loud. She checked herself and 

quickly added, “She’s beautiful,” but Mary showed no embarrassment. She hadn’t even been 



looking at Elba. She stared out the front window, past the yard, and out into the road. Mary, Elba 

would come to find, often stared beyond people. Indoors, she seemed to always stand in view of 

a window. Elba recognized this in the young army wife, the eyes searching the neighborhood for 

unfamiliar cars, the ears perking up at all sounds of tires slowing in the driveway. 

            Mary turned back at the sound of the teakettle’s whistle. “Do you have any children Mrs. 

Bascomb?” 

            “No, Harold and I never could.” That was all Elba felt like saying on the subject. She 

signaled Mary to sit down at the table and brought the tea over. “How long have you and your 

husband been together?” 

            “Three years now, married, but five years total. Is it alright if Lisa watches TV in the 

other room? If I don’t put something in front of her soon she’ll get bored.” 

            “Yes, of course.” Elba switched on the television and the little girl plopped down on the 

floor in front of it. “Well Lisa, you let me know if you need anything.” Lisa didn’t respond so 

Elba left the room. 

            Mary continued as Elba re-entered the kitchen. “We were high school sweethearts, Brian 

and me. Grew up here and been here our whole lives. I guess we’ll probably never leave.” 

            “Harold and I grew up here too. We were also high school sweethearts, but we left 

afterwards for Seattle.” 

            “I’ve been there some. It’s different. A lot bigger. Brian and me, though, we’re not really 

cut out for that. Brian would have never left here if it weren’t for the army. He didn’t know what 

else to do after school. There haven’t been a lot of jobs around here and I had Lisa and we didn’t 

know what else to do. He’s been gone for five months now. I can’t believe it’s been so long. I 



guess a lot of it went by when I was with Momma. It’s easy to forget you’re lonely if you stay 

busy.” 

            “I am so sorry again to hear about your mother, Mary.” 

            “Thank you, Mrs. Bascomb. I just feel so lonely, you know? Well, you must know. If I 

didn’t have Lisa, God, I wouldn’t have anything.” 

            Elba could tell the girl wasn’t mean, simply thoughtless. “You need to find something 

that makes you happy, maybe a hobby.”  

            “Just something to pass the time?” 

            “No, more than that. You need something to fill it with. You should read a good book, 

maybe a little Jane Austen,” she recommended to her young neighbor as you would recommend 

medicine to the ill. “Or, even better, read Jane Eyre. You can have my copy.” She envisioned 

Mary reading it, or some Wharton or Chopin, and coming to her each week full of questions. She 

pictured the two starting a kind of informal book club, spending the afternoons discussing the 

usage of sentimentality in Victorian literature as little Lisa napped upstairs. She imagined finally 

having someone to talk to because her books and Harold just didn’t talk back anymore. 

            “Give me something,” the little girl demanded. She had wandered in from the living room 

and looked restless. 

            Elba, shocked by the abrasiveness of this child, said, “I don’t believe I have any 

children’s books.” 

            “Do you have candy?” 

            Elba fumbled through the drawers until she found a half empty bag of Werther’s 

Originals. She dropped a candy into Lisa’s hands and she ran off before her mother could 

reproach her for it. 



            “Do you have a hobby, Mrs. Bascomb?” 

            “Not yet. I think I’ll try a few on for size, though.” 

            “You could take up bird watching, maybe. You know there are a lot of really great birds 

out here. Sometimes, in the trees, you can see owls. Lisa just loves their hoot hoot.” 

            “Hoot hoot,” the girl repeated from the entrance to the kitchen. Lisa looked like a new 

bloom in her pink dress, just like her mother only smaller, a little more fragile. If it weren’t for 

the cowboy hat she would look like a princess. 

            “Where did you find your hat, Lisa?” Elba asked. 

            “Daddy.” 

            “She never takes it off. It’s our, her, constant reminder of him.” 

            “My Daddy is a cowboy. He’s off fighting the Indians,” Lisa told Elba. 

            Elba looked to Mary for confirmation. “It’s easier that way,” she said quietly. 

            “Momma, I’m hungry,” Lisa whined. She walked to her mother and sat on her lap. 

            “I could…” 

            “Don’t worry about it Mrs. Bascomb. I should get Lisa back home for her bath anyway. 

We’ve bothered you long enough.” She stood and scooped Lisa up in rising. 

            “That’s quite alright. It’s nice to hear a little noise around here.” 

            “It’ll get louder soon. I saw the sold sign on the house next to yours. Looks like someone 

should be moving in soon. I hope they are as friendly as you, Mrs. Bascomb.” She moved for the 

door. 

            “Thank you, dear. Let me grab you that copy of Jane Eyre.” 

            “Don’t trouble yourself with it now, Mrs. Bascomb. Lisa’s getting wriggly. I’ll come by 

again soon for a visit, if you don’t mind.” 



            “Not at all. Goodbye, Mary. Goodbye, Lisa.” 

            Elba walked into the living room, turned off the television, and sat on the couch. The 

following morning she drove to a sporting goods store and bought a pair of binoculars. 

            A week passed without a visit from Mary. Elba had checked out a book from the library 

on birds, but the small collection didn’t offer anything specific to the region. Since retiring from 

Seattle University, she had almost entirely given up using the Internet. She had no use for it now 

that she wasn’t surrounded by youth. Without proper resources, she decided to take her bird 

watching casually, sitting in her kitchen in the mornings and observing birds over a cup of 

coffee. She could usually guess at the species, but mostly she jotted down their colors and 

behaviors in a small journal she kept.  

            One morning, as Elba stood with her binoculars and looked through her bedroom 

window, a large Hummer pulled into the driveway of the empty house next door. A large moving 

truck followed behind it. The vehicle stopped and dust settled around it. A man emerged from 

the cloud, waving his arm to clear the air around him. He wore a gray suit with a pink shirt 

peeking out and dark black sunglasses. He talked loudly on a cellular phone. 

            “Well, the meek shall inherit the earth,” Elba said out loud. He turned in the direction of 

her home and she ducked away from the window. 

            Sometimes she saw Mary and Lisa walking to their car and sometimes they sat on the 

back porch, but every time that Elba considered walking out to visit them, an embarrassment 

crept up in her that made her feel like a young girl with a crush. She couldn’t quite explain the 

nervous energy that arose in her at the sight of the young woman with the yellow hair, but she 

chalked it up to her loneliness and continued to wait for Mary’s knock.  



            When it didn’t come for another week and she finally saw an owl far up in a tree, she 

grabbed the copy of Jane Eyre and walked next door. 

            “Oh hello, Mrs. Bascomb,” Mary said as she answered the door, Lisa in one hand and a 

carton of milk in the other, and the way it sounded—so kind, so casual—made Elba feel as 

though she had been expected. “Come in, come in.” 

            “I hadn’t seen you around in a while,” she lied—sometimes she had even peeked in the 

living room window with her binoculars (she had a nice, clear view from her bedroom upstairs). 

“I wanted to see how you and Lisa are doing.” 

            “Oh alright,” she said and Elba followed her into the living room. She dropped Lisa on 

the floor with a pile of blocks and led Elba into the kitchen. “Just staying busy, trying to keep the 

house in order. Brian only has half a year left, can you believe that? Would you like something to 

drink? I have sun tea, if you’d like.” 

            “Thank you Mary, but I’m fine. I mostly wanted to tell you that I spotted an owl last 

night.” 

            She stood over the stove. “Oh, that’s great, Mrs. Bascomb. So you took up bird watching 

after all.” 

            “Yes. It has been very nice. You never really notice how many different species there are 

until you start paying attention. Why, just the other day…” 

            “Just a minute, Mrs. Bascomb. Lisa, get in here. Your dinner’s ready,” she yelled and the 

girl, either obedient or hungry, came running into the room. 

            “Mac and cheese, mac and cheese,” Lisa chanted as her mother tied a bib around her 

neck. 

            “Yes, Lisa. Every night.” 



            Elba watched as the little girl spooned huge mouthfuls of the orange pasta. When she 

grew tired of the spoon, she began to pick up fallen noodles from her high chair. “Spoon, Lisa,” 

Mary said more than once. 

            “Perhaps I came at a bad time. It looks like dinner is a bit of an undertaking.” 

            “Everything around here is,” Mary said and looked at Lisa. Elba looked too, saw the little 

sprite push yellow strands out of her face and rub cheese sauce on her in the process. She smiled 

at the small efforts of the girl, the attempt at hand-eye coordination, and the way she hunched her 

shoulders in excitement for another spoonful. 

            “Well, I suppose that’s motherhood, after all.” 

            “Hell, if you ever want to give it a try, I’d love to have a night off,” she said to get it off 

her chest. “Here, I’ll walk you to the door.” 

            “I wouldn’t mind, if you think I am capable,” Elba said as she walked out the door and 

stood on the front steps. 

            “Anyone can do this care giving thing. It’s not hard. But, I wouldn’t want to trouble you. 

Lisa seems to like you, but she likes anyone until they tell her she has to go to bed.” 

            “Consider it. And here, I brought the book over for you.” Elba handed Mary the 

acknowledgement of their new friendship and waited for the night when Mary would ask her a 

favor and show her own acknowledgement. 

            It rained the following morning. She watched it from her window, watched it fall on 

Mary and Lisa as they raced to the car so Mary could take her daughter to pre-school. She 

watched it fall on her new neighbor as he left the house wearing a suit and still talking on his 

cellular phone. She watched it fall on a deliveryman from UPS as he walked up the steps and left 

a package at her new neighbor’s house. She watched as the rain soaked the brown cardboard. 



            Elba put on her raincoat and walked next door. She left a note for her neighbor and took 

the package inside. 

            He knocked at five. “Hello, Mrs. Bascomb, is it? I think that’s what your note said.” 

            “Yes, Elba Bascomb,” she answered from her entryway. 

            “Hi, I’m Michael. I just moved in next door.” 

            “It’s nice to meet you, Michael. I suppose you came for your package. It’s right here.” 

            “Thank you.”  

            “I didn’t want it getting wet in the storm.” 

            “Thank you, Mrs. Bascomb. That was very kind of you. Do you mind if I open it here? I 

don’t think I’ve unpacked my scissors yet.” 

            “Of course, come inside.” He stepped in from the rain and followed her to the kitchen, 

where she handed him her scissors and hovered over him with a cup of tea. “I saw that it came 

from Amazon.com. Did you buy a book?” 

            “Sorta. It’s called a Kindle. You probably haven’t heard of it. They are brand new, like 

little computers but they are just used for storing text, like books or magazines.” 

            “Excuse me?” She meant to sound offended be he took it as an elderly woman’s poor 

hearing. 

            He raised his voice a little. “I said it holds books.” He pulled the small device out of the 

oversized box. Packing peanuts fell to the ground, but he didn’t notice. He looked at the strange 

object like a father holding his new baby boy, so proud of this invention he had nothing to do 

with. “Yeah, my dad works for Amazon. That’s where he made all his money. I get to try one 

before it even hits the stores. Here, touch it.”  

            He thrust it at her. She held it with the tips of her fingers, like a dirty diaper. 



            “Yeah, it’s great. It can hold all my Grisham, all my Crichton, all my favorites,” he 

bragged. 

            Elba handed it back to him. “Very interesting tool, young man.”  

            “It will revolutionize the publishing industry. I wouldn’t be surprised if traditional print 

media doesn’t become entirely extinct in fifteen years.” 

            “Well, I can’t imagine it replacing books. I just can’t imagine holding something so 

lifeless in my hands. And the smell…” 

            He moved it to his face and sniffed. “There is no smell.” 

            “No smell,” she repeated with a shake of her head. “Don’t you just love the smell of a 

new book? I love to open it right up and stick my nose in the spine. Oh, and the spine. I love to 

open a new book and feel the spine split open in my hands, just feel the weight of it give, like it’s 

giving birth to something great, something heavy. And when you turn the pages, they just 

crinkle. And…” 

            “Yes, of course, Mrs. Bascomb. I should go put this back now. Wouldn’t want to break 

it.” 

            “Oh, I’m sure. I never have to worry about breaking my books, just another reason why 

books are better, I suppose.” 

            He forced a laugh, a kind gesture, he seemed to think. “Thank you for letting me use your 

scissors. I’ll have to stop by again soon.” 

            Elba watched him walk across the lawn and back to his home, dangling the Kindle 

against his thigh like a high school textbook. 

            Mary showed up at Elba’s door the following afternoon. 

            “Hello Mary. Where is Lisa?” Elba asked as she opened the door to her neighbor. 



            “Oh she’s fine. She’s just napping upstairs. How are you doin’, Mrs. Bascomb?” 

            “Oh fine, fine. I was just about to sit down to a book I picked up at the library, 

Middlemarch by George Eliot. Why it must be thirty years since I last read it.” 

            “George Eliot,” Mary repeated, feigning interest. “Is he any good?” 

            “Actually, George is a…” 

            “I haven’t had a chance to start the book you gave me. Lisa keeps me so preoccupied. 

What I wanted to see, well to ask you, is could you watch her tonight? Lisa I mean.” 

            “Well, I don’t see why not. Tonight, you said?” 

            “Yeah, sorry for the short notice. Brian’s brother, David, is coming to the house tonight. 

He’s an alcoholic,” she said in a whisper. 

            Elba nodded her head. “Mmmhmm.” 

            “Would you be able to, I mean if you didn’t mind, Mrs. Bascomb, would you be able to 

take care of Lisa while I entertain David? It would make things a lot easier if I didn’t have her 

around, I mean it would be easier for her, you know?” 

            “Yes. I’m sure I could help you out.” She imagined baking cookies and recalling from 

memory all of Alice’s adventures. 

            “Great. Could I bring her around seven? That will give me time to fix myself up a bit. I 

like to be presentable for company. I’m sure you understand.” 

            Mary arrived at ten after, curlers still in her hair and dragging Lisa across the lawn and up 

Elba’s steps. 

            “Now, come on Lisa. You like Mrs. Bascomb, don’t you? I bet she’s just as nice as 

grandma,” Mary said to the crying child. “Thanks again,” she said and ran off before Elba had a 

chance to second-guess her decision. 



            “Come inside, Lisa. I bet we can find something fun to do. I went to the grocery store 

today and bought some ice cream for us. How about chocolate?” 

            Lisa stopped pouting and followed Elba inside. Babysitting proved to be easier than she 

thought, even if she hadn’t taken care of a child since the last time she looked after Susan’s 

children so she and her husband could cruise to Hawaii. In a way, she had taken care of children 

her whole life and a four year old didn’t seem much different than an eighteen year old. Both 

craved attention and needed constant entertainment. Around ten, Lisa sat bright eyed in front of 

the television, Elba felt too tired to care, and Mary still had not come by to pick up her daughter. 

Elba peeked out the front window and saw the visitor’s car. They weren’t out. 

            She pondered phoning Mary and walked to the kitchen just in case. She stood by the 

kitchen sink and looked into the living room window next door. She couldn’t see them—in the 

living room, in the kitchen. She rubbed her eyes with her thumb and index finger, opened a 

drawer, and pulled out the binoculars. Upstairs, light shown from only one bedroom. Elba put the 

binoculars back in the drawer and returned to the living room. Outside the front window she saw 

Michael pull into his driveway, loud music pouring out of his stereo. He staggered out of his 

vehicle and a young woman in a too-short dress sleepwalked into the house behind him. Elba 

shook her head and looked back to make sure Lisa hadn’t been disturbed by the noise next door. 

She had fallen asleep sitting up, her head bobbing against the back of the couch. Elba sat down 

with Lisa and fell asleep beside her, waiting for Mary’s knock. 

            It came sometime in the morning, around seven. It startled Elba out of a dream, more like 

a memory in sleep. Lately she had been remembering Harold clearer in her dreams than in her 

waking life. She often had to check a photograph to remind herself just how green his green eyes 



were, but in her sleep it felt like he had never left. Last night she had dreamt of him in his Army 

uniform walking towards her. 

            Her apologies began with the swing of the door. “I’m so sorry, Mrs. Bascomb. We were 

talking and then we got to drinking a little and it got so late and he was asleep on the couch and I 

didn’t want to stir him by bringing Lisa back in the house.” 

            “Oh, yes Mary, of course. She’s sleeping on the couch if you want to come inside and 

take her. Is your brother-in-law spending the day with you, breakfast perhaps?” 

            “Oh no. He left already, just a quick visit.” 

            “I see. And you said you drank last night? I don’t mean to pry, but you said he is an 

alcoholic.” 

            “Yes, I know. We only had a little. He gets very angry when people try and tell him not 

to drink. I figure it’s better for everyone to just let him have a little and keep an eye on him.” She 

scooped the child into her arms. Lisa didn’t open her eyes, but instinctively wrapped her arms 

around Mary’s neck. “Thanks again.” 

            “Of course dear, anytime.” 

            Elba had her suspicions of course, but she couldn’t risk losing her budding friendship 

over an inclination. The inclination began to ground itself in a little more fact when the alcoholic 

brother stopped by for a “surprise” visit a week and a half later and Mary shuttled Lisa off to 

Elba’s home. Whenever Elba asked about the brother, Lisa simply called him “Mommy’s friend” 

and moved on. Elba spent another night staring into the light of the bedroom window next door.  

            She tried not to pass judgment on her friend, but she couldn’t help falling asleep that 

night with the poor child sucking her thumb in bed beside her and her thinking of poor Brian, 

poor Harold. She would have never done something like this to her Harold. Two years he had 



spent in Vietnam during the height of the sexual revolution and she would never have made love 

with another man. It was beyond the bounds of marriage, of morality, of common decency, to let 

another man touch you, kiss you, love you in the way that only a husband should. Sometimes 

men caught her eye; sometimes she wondered who caught Harold’s eye, but she never strayed. 

How could she? Lust was the most evil of all the sins because it burrowed inside of you, deep 

into the pit of your soul, and you can’t get rid of a stain like that. 

            But Mary was so young and beautiful and occasionally Elba let her judgment slip away at 

the sight of the girl. She imagined why Brian loved her and why so many men probably would 

love her in her time. Her beauty seemed her only gift to the world and she gave it freely, handing 

it to any eye that happened upon it, generously, like tithing on Sunday morning. And besides, she 

never invited the “alcoholic brother” or any other man into her home with an evil intent, not 

towards them or Brian. When she came to Elba’s door to pass off Lisa she did so with a swelling 

of excitement growing in her. She always looked like something big and new was about to 

happen, like this time, this lovemaking, this affair would be the one to make her special. 

            After a month and four visits from gentlemen callers, Elba cradled the idea of speaking to 

Mary about her indiscretions. But the morning that Mary came to pick up her sleeping child she 

surprised Elba. “Mrs. Bascomb, do you want to go with Lisa and me to the park today? Lisa 

loves the swings. I thought maybe you would like to come along.” She said it in passing, a quick 

suggestion as she walked out of Elba’s home. 

            But it stopped Elba. She held back everything she wanted to say to Mary about the laws 

of marriage and about how a young woman should behave. “Yes, Mary, I think I would like 

that.” 



            They sat together on the park bench and watched Lisa on the swing, pumping her legs 

and laughing as she reached higher into the air, her cowboy hat flying behind her.  

            “I’m having a little trouble with the book, Mrs. Bascomb. It’s just so slow. But I do like 

Jane. She’s so headstrong, just like Lisa. Lisa gets that from her father, of course. Brian is so 

headstrong. When he wants something he always gets it. He wanted me and he got me, he got me 

right in the backseat of his car after every football game. Well, I suppose that’s how we got 

Lisa,” Mary said with a laugh. 

            Elba liked listening to the girl talk. She remembered what it was like to be in your 

twenties and think that everything you did or said was new and exciting. 

            “You just have to keep reading, Mary. It takes time to really get into a story, but it’s 

worth it.”             

            On their walk home from the park, as they rounded the last corner before their cul-de-sac, 

the large and noisy hummer drove by them. Michael waited for them outside and began to walk 

towards them when they didn’t speed up to meet him. 

            “Hello, Mrs. Bascomb, is this your daughter?” 

            Elba felt so pleased at the mistake that she didn’t correct it. 

            “No, I’m Elba’s neighbor, Mary. You must be on the other side.” 

            “Yes, I’m Michael. It’s nice to meet you.” He didn’t look at Elba, didn’t seem to notice 

Lisa, only saw Mary, so golden, standing on the sidewalk. “I moved in next door. I just 

graduated from WSU.” That would only make him twenty-two. Elba assumed he was older, but 

that may have been because of his money, in the way that money ages people by giving them too 

much too soon. 



            “And what are you doing here in St. Petersburg, Michael?” Elba asked. “I don’t believe 

you told me the first time we met.” 

            “”Well, my dad said I could come work with him in Seattle or I could come up with my 

own plan.” 

            “And you chose to come here?”  

            “Yeah. I grew up here. Besides, Seattle’s not really for me, too stuffy. So I’m taking over 

my grandfather’s business.” 

            “What’s that?” Mary asked, Lisa holding her hand and dangling back and forth. 

            “Cars. My grandpa’s a car man. He owns two of the big lots in town. When he goes, 

they’ll be mine,” he said proudly and then he looked back at his own monstrosity of a vehicle. 

He caught the women looking too. “You like it? Yeah, it’s great for out here. I like to drive 

around out in the valleys, stir up some dirt. You just can’t do stuff like that in the city.”   

            “Yes, that is true I suppose. What they lack in culture here they certainly make up for in 

off-roading.” Elba turned her attention to her ally. “Come on Lisa, do you want to go inside and 

bake brownies?”  

            “Yes, mommy, please,” she begged and so Mary had to say goodbye to Michael. 

            Inside they baked brownies with walnuts and Elba talked, mostly to Lisa and her oven. 

“That boy, I don’t have a good feeling about him. He seems so sure of himself but I don’t like his 

attitude, talking at us so fast like he’s trying to sell us a car. He must be a used car salesman,” she 

said into her cake pan. 

            “I don’t recognize him. He must have gone to the private school. I wonder if he ever 

played football. Who knows, we could have seen each other at a game and not even know it.” 



            They were talking about two different people. Mary saw the attractive man with the 

excited eyes who stared at her as she walked inside. Elba saw the greedy, selfish boy who played 

with toys and would probably treat a girl in just the same way. Sometimes Elba hated Mary’s 

incessant need for affection, or was it attention, either way she needed to distract the girl from 

the threat next door. 

            “So who is coming by tonight? You did say you wanted me to watch Lisa for you, right?” 

            “Oh, it’s just a friend of Brian and me. He went to high school with us, played football 

with Brian. He’s back for the summer from Wazzu. I thought I’d take him to a movie, catch up.” 

            “That sounds lovely,” she said because the lie did sound quite lovely, innocent and 

lovely. 

            Mary shooed Lisa into the living room. “Sometimes it’s so hard to have visitors with Lisa 

around. She just wants my attention all the time. I know we haven’t ever discussed it, but I could 

pay you, if you want. I don’t have much, but I’d like to show you my gratitude for your help.” 

            Elba felt a sting from the comment. They were friends; she didn’t want the girl’s money. 

She grabbed for composure. “No, that is quite alright, Mary. I like helping you and Lisa. It’s my 

pleasure.” 

            It became like a routine for the three of them. On Wednesdays Mary and Lisa came over 

for tea and on Fridays Elba watched Lisa so that Mary could screw around. Mary told the 

loveliest back-stories. She had an infinite number of cousins, friends from K-12, but sometimes, 

lazy from a long day with Lisa, she didn’t bother to get creative, and she simply said that she was 

“entertaining.” Elba couldn’t quite tell if Mary was ignorant to Elba’s knowledge of the situation 

or if she didn’t care. Elba had even begun to accompany Mary and Lisa to the park every 

Saturday. Those were the best days. 



            Elba invited Mary to come to church with her one Sunday morning. Mary respectfully 

declined. “No thanks, Mrs. Bascomb. Me and churches don’t go so well together. But you can 

bring Lisa, if you’d like. I’m sure she’d love to put on a dress and sign the hymnals.” 

            Elba glowed all through the service. She sang louder than usual and welcomed any 

sideward glances from the congregation. She knew they were looking at her with this lovely 

child and she couldn’t feel prouder. After the service Mrs. Monroe, the choir director, 

approached Elba with a hardy handshake and a “Now who is this lovely little girl?” to Lisa. 

            “She is my neighbor Mary Johnson’s daughter. Isn’t she a beautiful child?” Elba said 

with the warmth of a grandmother. 

            “Oh yes.” Lisa twirled and then distracted herself with a nearby Bible. She flipped 

through the pages but found only text. Mrs. Monroe turned from Lisa back to Elba. “Mary 

Johnson,” she said to herself and then lowered her voice so Lisa couldn’t hear. “That’s right, you 

do live in the Cottonwood Grove neighborhood. That must be that poor young war widow. My 

Kelly went to high school with Mary and Brian.”  

            “I’m sorry, but do you mean the Brian who is on tour in Iraq?” 

            “Yes, that one. He was on tour in Iraq. Can you imagine, only one month in and killed by 

a car bomb? It’s so tragic. And that poor child. Just look at her. You have to wonder if she 

understands where her father has gone to. I just pray he knew the Lord before he passed.” Mrs. 

Monroe saw Father McKenzie across the room and ran off to catch up with him. 

            “Come on Lisa, let’s get you back to your mother.” 

            Elba spent the drive home thinking of what she could possibly say to Mary. She felt 

guilty for assuming the girl a cheater, felt helpless because there was nothing she could do for 

her, and felt thankful that she had her Harold as long as she did. 



            When she pulled into her driveway she saw Michael walking out of his house, probably 

just waking on the Lord’s Day after another night of debauchery. She pulled into her garage, 

took Lisa out of her car seat and walked outside to greet him. He had already climbed into his 

vehicle.  

            He backed slowly out of the driveway and rolled down his window when he reached the 

end. “You know what I heard, Mrs. Bascomb?” He yelled. 

            “What is that, Michael?” 

            “I heard projections that the Kindle will start outselling books in the next couple of years. 

I could probably get you one, if you want.” 

            “That’s quite alright, Michael. I’m too old for that kind of change.” 

            “Let me know if you change your mind.” He rolled up the window and flung out onto the 

street. 

            Elba tightened her grip on Lisa’s hand. “Reckless, careless boy.” 

            Mary waited for Elba and Lisa at the door of her house. She watched Michael until he 

disappeared out of the neighborhood. 

            “Did you have a good time, Lisa?” Mary asked as her daughter came running to her. 

            “Yes, Momma. Auntie Elba and I stood right in the front, right by the big organ. But 

Auntie told me I had to be real quiet, and I was.” 

            “She was a very good girl and I even got her to take her hat off for a while during the 

service.” 

            Lisa, remembering her time without her protection, pulled the hat tightly down over her 

curls. 



            Mary bent over to fluff up the bottom of Lisa’s dress. “Did they like her, Lisa I mean, did 

they like her at your church?” 

            “Oh yes. They couldn’t stop staring at her. They must have thought she was the most 

beautiful child in the whole sanctuary.” 

            “That’s what people used to tell Momma, back when I was a little girl. At the beginning 

of the service, when they called the kids for Sunday school, everyone looked at me. I used to 

wear this one yellow dress. Someone once told Momma that I was like a little piece of sunshine. 

It’s silly what people will say about you.” 

            That’s when Elba knew how lost her poor lamb was. “I would say that you still are like a 

piece of sunshine, Mary,” she said, and for the first time she reached out and put her hand on 

Mary’s arm. “How about we go inside for some tea?” 

            “That sounds good. I read a little more of Jane Eyre, if you want to talk about it. Thanks 

again for letting me borrow it. Well, I guess thanks for everything.” 

            Elba decided then she would never mention Brian again, not unless Mary did so first.  

            On Friday night, “date night,” Mary came over with Lisa in her arms. 

            “Having a friend over for dinner tonight, Mary?” 

            “No. You know, if it’s alright, Mrs. Bascomb, I’d kind of like to you watch Lisa so that I 

could have a night to myself. I don’t think I’ve had one in four years.” 

            “I understand, Mary. I’ll watch Lisa. You cook yourself a good dinner, draw a bath, and 

read that book. That will relax you.” 

            “Thanks, Mrs. Bascomb.” 

            Elba felt glorious as she washed the dishes that night. She looked over towards Mary’s 

home and even though she couldn’t see her, she imagined Mary curled up on the couch with a 



book, maybe even a glass of wine, and some music playing in the background. Mary could 

survive on her own. Elba felt it now. She had a beautiful child to raise and as long as Elba was 

around she would do everything in her power to care for both girls. They needed her. She felt 

needed. 

            Elba walked upstairs to her bedroom to put on her nightgown. She slipped out of her 

clothes and looked in the mirror. It had been a long while since she had looked at herself 

undressed. She traced the lines of her body, tried to remember the girl that Harold fell in love 

with. She had no stretch marks and felt thankful for that. She hadn’t put on much weight 

throughout the years, maybe a little extra in the thighs and around the waist. She slicked her cool 

grey hair back and sucked in her cheeks. Spending all this time with Mary and Lisa had been 

good for her. She felt younger and she looked it too. 

            She walked into the bathroom, up to the cosmetic mirror, to take a closer look at her skin, 

but as she walked past her bedroom window she saw out of the corner of her eye a figure moving 

in the darkened yard below. She stepped back and peeked out the window. Michael walked 

across her yard, nearly crushing her daisies, and into Mary’s yard. What was this man doing? 

Who did he think he was, coming into Elba’s life and trying to steal the one good thing she had 

left without Harold? 

            Still in her underwear, she ran to the other side of the room to get a better look at the 

scene below. Michael looked around and knocked on Mary’s door. The door opened—Elba 

couldn’t see Mary—and it shut again. She waited, looking to each room as a clue, waiting for a 

light to turn on and reveal what she already knew. The light turned on in Mary’s bedroom; Elba’s 

heart sunk. She knelt down on the ground to stay out of sight and peaked over the windowsill.  



            They didn’t bother to close the curtain because who thinks, after all, that they will be seen 

committing their most private of sins? He sat on the bed as she undressed, slowly, until she stood 

naked in front of him. He kissed her bare breast and she looked up towards heaven.  

            Elba turned away and sat down on the floor. She would have stayed there, but Lisa’s 

voice broke the bedroom’s silence.  

            “Auntie? Are you coming down?” He voice rang out from the bottom of the stairs. 

            “In a moment, Lisa.” 

            Elba couldn’t put into words what she felt. Her fights with Harold had never grown big 

enough to create this blur of frustration and anger. She felt like a wife who had discovered her 

husband’s unfaithfulness. She felt betrayed. She stood and dressed, refusing to turn around. She 

couldn’t think, couldn’t cry. Action—she needed movement, a distraction, something to clear her 

head of the perfect skin on that creature, that child who had given up. 

            Downstairs, Lisa played with a yellow-haired doll. She dressed it in blue and brushed its 

hair. 

            “Wait here a moment, dear, and when I come back we can play checkers,” Elba said to 

Lisa and headed for the back door. Lisa followed for only a moment with her eyes while her 

hands walked her Barbie doll along the back edge of the couch. 

            Elba slipped out the back door, walked across the yard, and found Michael’s sliding door 

unlocked, as she suspected it would be. Sneaky people were always leaving doors unlocked. She 

didn’t know what she planned to do once inside. The stark bareness of the living room surprised 

her. There was a couch, no pillows, a coffee table without even a single magazine strewn across 

it, and a large flat screen television. She waited for a moment, heard no sound, and moved to the 

kitchen. Inside the refrigerator she could smell rotting food and found nothing but half empty 



takeout boxes and protein shakes. Here was Michael’s secret shame, his pungent un-perfect mess 

hidden inside the refrigerator. The rest of the house—bathroom, bedroom, den—were neat and 

minimalist. 

            Elba stopped in the hallway on her way back to the living room and that was when it hit 

her, when she realized what bothered her so much about her enemy’s home: he owned no books. 

This couldn’t be true. What kind of an adult owned no literature? She opened closets, dug 

through drawers, but found none. The shelves were filled with pictures of Michael and his 

fraternity brothers at WSU, of he and his parents on a cruise, and he on a sailboat on Lake Union. 

She traced her fingers across one shelf, stirred up a thin cloud of dust, and accidentally bumped 

his MP3 player onto the ground. She didn’t bend to pick it up, just stared at it for a moment, this 

strange and small device that looked so foreign to her. Then she very casually stomped on it with 

her left foot. After three more stomps it appeared sufficiently broken. Elba took a step back, 

realizing what she had done, and let out a giggle, much like one she had often heard from Lisa 

when she openly disobeyed her mother, much like one she hadn’t heard from her own lips in a 

decade, not since Harold had passed. 

            She felt a freedom stirring in her like she had just waken up.  

            “Those nasty, sinful children over there screwing like animals,” she muttered to herself. 

She walked into the kitchen, stopped to look out the window above the sink, and when she saw 

no movement outside, she set her gaze on the room. Left carelessly on the shelf above the sink 

sat Michael’s cellular phone. She slid it into the drain, flipped on the garbage disposal and 

listened to the crunch. 

            “What else should I take from you like you took from me?” She asked Michael. She 

walked back into the living room and up to his flat screen television, hung delicately on the wall 



like a painting. For its large size it was relatively easy to knock to the ground. The volume of its 

crash startled Elba enough to wake her momentarily. She sat down on the couch, breathing 

heavily, moving towards ecstasy. Then she remembered it, his prized possession, his Bible.  

            She found the Kindle on his bedside table. She sat down on the edge of the bed and 

picked it up. It was surprisingly unassuming for something that symbolized everything evil in the 

world. She ran her fingers gently across it, stroked it, grabbed it, wondered what power it held 

over men. Then she cradled it against her breasts and walked it into the bathroom, where she 

drew a hot bath and drowned it. She watched it sink to the bottom, felt the steam rise from the 

overflowing tub, and relaxed, the act complete. She imagined Mary and Michael’s naked bodies 

cradling each other on a blanket-less bed. She imagined his now flaccid penis resting against her 

butt cheeks and the stupid satisfied look on Michael’s face. 

            When she left out the back door, just as quietly as she had entered it, she surveyed the 

house one last time, hoping to remember until her death exactly how the interior looked—the 

destruction, the wreckage, the broken icons in his house of worship.             

            The police found Elba playing checkers with Lisa. Michael, a worshiper mindful of his 

religion’s cost, had installed a surveillance camera in his living room that showed in playback 

Elba destroying the MP3 and the flat screen television. He checked the video as soon as he re-

entered his home, still sweaty and smiling. When he saw Elba in the video, he could have sworn 

that she smiled at the camera, the evil and malicious smile of a criminal. He neglected the fact 

that the camera had been placed behind the picture of him sailing. 

            When the police approached Elba and informed her of the video, she led them to the 

kitchen—out of Lisa’s earshot—and said simply, “Well then I guess it was me.” One officer 

walked Lisa back to her mother as the other explained the situation to Elba. 



            “Michael does not wish to press charges against you, Mrs. Bascomb. However, for the 

safety of him and the rest of your neighbors, now that you do pose a threat to those around you, 

we need to consider another option for you.” 

            She knew what her “option” was. 

            “We will need to place you somewhere you can be properly looked after, in a retirement 

community, a home.” 

            She knew that this kind of home was no kind of home at all, just a place to keep bodies 

like hers warm until decay set in. 

            “But this is my home, this is where I keep my books and my binoculars,” she said and 

grabbed them from the kitchen table, holding them up to the officer’s eyes, rambling in an effort 

to save herself from orderlies, The Price is Right, the white room. She dropped into a dining 

chair. “Please don’t take me away from my books.” 

            That night Elba dreamed about Harold for the last time, dreamed him like a wish she still 

waited for, dreamed him waiting for her. 

            The following afternoon, Mary and Lisa watched from their yard as two men in suits 

escorted Elba to a car. She carried two suitcases with her, and Mary knew they would barely 

hold a quarter of Elba’s books. She hadn’t spoken to her since yesterday and the old woman’s 

eyes couldn’t meet her as she passed. They wandered around the outside world, around the light, 

unable to find a point to fix on. 

            Lisa tugged on her cowboy hat. “Is Auntie Elba going away, Momma?” 

            “Yes, Lisa, she is.” 

            “Is she going to be a cowboy like Daddy?” 



            “Yes, dear, she is.” She switched Lisa onto her other hip and shifted her weight. “That 

poor old woman,” Mary said. “God bless her soul.” 

  

 


