CyNTHIA RYLANT

hen the windows of Stan’s Hardware started

filling up with flowers, everyone in town

knew something had happened. Excess!
flowers usually mean death, but since these
were all real flowers bearing the aroma of nature instead
of floral preservative, and since they stood bunched in
clear mason jars instead of impaled* on styrofoam
crosses, everyone knew nobody had died. So they all
figured somebody had a crush and kept quiet.

There wasn’t really a Stan of Stan’s Hardware. Dick

Wilcox was the owner, and since he’d never liked his own

name, he gave his store half the name of his childhood

1. excess (ek’ses), adj. too much or too many; €xtra.
2. impale (im pal/), v. pierce with something pointed; fasten.

6 Untt ONE: RELATIONSHIPS




hero, Stan Laurel® in the movies. Dick had
been married for twenty-seven years. Once,
his wife Helen had dropped a German choco-
late cake om his head at a Lion’s Club* dance,
so Dick and Helen were not likely candidates
for the honest expression of the flowers in
those clear mason jars lining the windows of
Stan’s Hardware, and speculation® had to
move on to Dolores.

PREDICT: Who do you think Dolores is?
What will she be like?
P,

Dolores was the assistant manager at Stan’s
and had worked there for twenty years, since
high school. She knew the store like a mother
knows her baby, so Dick—who had trouble

keeping up with things like prices and new -

brands of drywall® compound—tried to keep
himself busy in the back and give Dolares the
run of the floor. This worked fine because the
carpenters and plumbers and painters in
town trusted Dolores and took her advice to
heart. They also liked her tattoo.

Dolores was the only woman in town with
a tattoo. On the days she went sleeveless, one
could see it on the taut brown skin of her
upper arm: “Howl at the Moon.” The picture
was of a baying coyote which must have been
a dark gray in its early days but which had
faded to the color of the spackling paste
Dolores stocked in the third aisle. Nobody
had gotten out of Dolores the true story
behind the tattoo. Some of the men who
came in liked to show off their own, and
they’d roll up their sleeves or pull open their
shirts, exhibiting bald eagles and rattlesnakes
and Confederate flags, and they’d try to coax
out of Dolores the history of her coyote. All of
the men had gotten their tattoos when they
were in the service, drunk on weekend leave
and full of the spitfire of young soldiers.
Dolores had never been in the service and
she’d never seen wee;kend leave and there
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wasn’t a tattoo parlor anywhere near. They
couldn’t figure why or where any half-sober
woman would have a howling coyote ground
into the soft skin of her upper arm. But
Dolores wasn't telling.

That the flowers in Stan’s front window
had anything to do with Dolores seemed com-
pletely improbable.” As far as anyone knew,
Dolores had never been in love nor had any-
one ever been in love with her. Some believed
it was the tattoo, of course, or the fine dark
hair coating Dolores’s upper lip which kept
suitors away. Some felt it was because Dolores
was just more of a mail than most men ‘in
town, and fellows couldn’t figure out how to
court someone who knew more about the car-
buretor of a car or the back side of a washing
machine than they did. Others thought
Dolores simply didn’t want love. This was a
popular theory among the women in town
who sold Avon and Mary Kay cosmetics.
Whenever one of them ran into the hardware
for a package of light bulbs or some batteries,
she would mentally pluck every one of the
black hairs above Dolores’s lip. Then she’d
wash that grease out of Dolores’s hair, give
her a good blunt cut, dress her in a decent
silk-blend blouse with a nice Liz Claiborne
skirt from the Sports line, and, finally, tone
down that swarthy,8 longshoreman® look of
Dolores’s with a concealing beige founda-
tion,19 some frosted peach lipstick, and a good
gray liner for the eyes.

3. Stan Laurel, one partner in the comedy team of
Laurel and Hardy, popular in the 1940’s.

4. Lion’s Club, a group of business and professional
people whose goal is to serve the community.

. speculation (spek’ya 1a/shan), 7. a guessing;
conjecture.

. drywall, large panels used for building walls.

. improbable (im prob/s bal), adj. unlikely.

. swarthy (swor/TH€), adj. having a dark skin.

. longshoreman, a person who works loading and
unloading ships in port.

10. foundation, a cosmetic applied to the face as a base

for other make-up.
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Dolores simply didn’t want love, the Avon
lady would think as she walked back to her car
carrying her little bag of batteries. If she did,
she’d fix herself up.

The man who was in love with Dolores and
who brought her zinnias and cornflowers and
pasturtiums and marigolds and asters and four
o'clocks in clear mason jars did not know any of
this. He did not know that men showed Dolores
their tattoos. He did not know that Dolores
understood how to use and to sell a belt sander.
He did not know that Dolores needed some
concealing beige foundation so she could get
someone to love her. The man who brought
flowers to Dolores on Wednesdays when the

* hardware opened its doors at 7:00 a.m. didn’t
. care who Dolores had ever been or what any-

- one had ever thought of her. He loved her and

he wanted to bring her flowers.

QUESTION: What questions do you

have about the man who loves Dolores?

Jot down your questions in your Writer's
_ Notehook.

P,

Ernie had lived in this town all of his life
and had never before met Dolores. He was
thirty-three years old, and for thirty-one of

~ those years he had lived at home with his
~ mother in a small, dark house on the edge of

town near Beckwith’s Orchards. Ernie had
been a beautjful baby, with a shock of shining
black hair and large blue eyes and a round,
wise face. But as he had grown, it had become
clearer and clearer that though he was indeed
2 perfectly beautiful child, his mind had not
developed with the same perfection. Ernie
would not be able to speak in sentences until
he was six years old. He would not be able to
count the apples in a bowl until he was eight.

By the time he was ten, he could sing a simple
- Song. At age twelve, he understood what a
1Joke was. And when he was twenty, something

he saw on television made him cry.

rnie’s mother kept him in the house

with her because it was easier, so

Emie knew nothing of the world

except this house. They lived, the two

of them, in tiny dark rooms always illumi-
nated by the glow of a television set, Ernie’s
bags of Oreos and Nutter Butters littering the
floor, his baseball cards scattered across the
sofa, his heavy winter coat thrown over the
arm of a chair so he could wear it whenever
he wanted, and his box of Burpee seed pack-
ages sitting in the middle of the kitchen table.
These Ernie cherished.!! The seeds had
been delivered to his home by mistake. One
day a woman wearing a brown uniform had
pulled up in a brown truck, walked quickly to
the front porch of Ernie’s house, set a box
down, and with a couple of toots of her horn,
driven off again. Ernie had watched her
through the curtains, and when she was gone,

.had ventured onto the porch and shyly, cau-

tiously, picked up the box. His mother
checked it when he carried it inside. The box
didn’t have their name on it but the brown
truck was gone, so whatever was in the box was
theirs to keep. Ernie pulled off the heavy tape,
his fingers trembling, and found inside the
box more little packages of seeds than he
could count. He lifted them out, one by one,
and examined the beautiful photographs of
flowers on each. His mother was not inter-
ested, had returned to the television, but
Ernie sat down at the kitchen table and
quietly looked at each package for a long
time, his fingers running across the slick
paper and outlining the shapes of zinnias and
cornflowers and nasturtiums and marigolds
and asters and four o’clocks, his eyes drawing
up their colors.

Two months later Ernie’s mother died. A
neighbor found her at the mailbox beside the
road. People from the county courthouse

11. cherish (cher’ish), v. hold dear; treat with affection.



A Good Friends—Zinnias & Asters was painted by Don Ricks. Why do you suppose the artist

calls these two kinds of flowers good friends?

came out to get Ernie, and as they ushered!®
him from the home he would never see again,
he picked up the box of seed packages from

_his kitchen table and passed through the

doorway.

Eventually Ernie was moved to a large
white house near the main street of town.
This house was called a group home, because
in it lived a group of people who, like Ernie,
could not live on their own. There were six of
them. Each had his own room. When Ernie
was shown the room that would be his, he put
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the box of Burpee seeds—which he had kept
with him since his mother’s death—on the lit-
tle table beside the bed and then he sat down
on the bed and cried. _;

Ernie cried every day for nearly a month..
And then he stopped. He dried his tears and.
he learned how to bake refrigerator biscuits’
and how to dust mop and what to do if the
indoor plants looked brown.

i

12. usher (ush’sr), v. guide; escort.




.

‘Ernie loved watering
the indoor plants and it
was this pleasure which
finally drew him outside.
One of the young men
who worked at the group
home—a college student
named Jack—grew a large
garden in the back of the
house. It was full of tomato
vines and the large yellow
blossoms of healthy squash. During his first
summer at the house, Ernie would stand at
the kitchen window, watching Jack and some-
times a resident of the home move among the
vegetables. Ernie was curious, but too afraid
to go into the garden. .

_hen one day when Ernie was

watching through the window,

he noticed that Jack was ripping

open several slick little packages and

emptying them into the ground. Ernie pan-

icked and ran to his room. But the box of

Burpee seeds was still there on his table,

untouched. He grabbed it, slid it under his

bed, then went back through the house and

out into the garden as if he had done this
every day of his life.

He stood beside Jack, watching him empty
seed packages into the soft black soil, and as
the packages were emptied, Ernie asked for
them, holding out his hand, his eyes on the
photographs of red radishes and purple egg-
plant. Jack handed the empty packages over
with a smile and with that gesture became
Ernie’s first friend.

Jack tried to explain to Ernie that the
seeds would grow into vegetables but Ernie
could not believe this until he saw it come
true. And when it did, he looked all the more
intently at the packages of zinnias and corn-
flowers and the rest hidden beneath his bed.
He thought more deeply about them but he
could not carry them to the garden. He could

Love is such a

mystery . . . it

can hardly be
spoken of.

not let the garden have his
seeds.

That was the first year
in the large white house.

The second year, Ernie
saw Dolores, and after that
he thought of nothing
else but her and of the
photographs of flowers
beneath his bed.

Jack had decided to
take Ernie downtown for breakfast every
Wednesday morning to ease him into the
world outside that of the group home. They
left very early, at 5:45 a.m., so there would be
few people and almost no traffic to frighten
Ernie and make him beg for his room. Jack
and Ernie drove to the Big Boy restaurant
which sat across the street from Stan’s
Hardware. There they ate eggs and bacon and
French toast among those whose work
demanded rising before the sun: bus drivers,
policemen, nurses, mill workers. Their first
time in the Big Boy, Ernie was too nervous to
eat. The second time, he could eat but he
couldn’t look up. The third time, he not only
ate everything on his plate, but he lifted his
head and he looked out the window of the Big
Boy restaurant toward Stan’s Hardware across
the street. There he saw a dark-haired woman
in jeans and a black T-shirt unlocking the
front door of the building, and that was the
moment Ernie started loving Dolores and
thinking about giving up his seeds to the soft
black soil of Jack’s garden.

Love is such a mystery, and when it strikes
the heart of one as mysterious as Ernie him-
self, it can hardly be spoken of. Ernie could
not explain to Jack why he went directly to his
room later that morning, pulled the box of
Burpee seeds from under his bed, then
grabbed Jack’s hand in the kitchen and
walked with him to the garden where Ernie
had come to believe things would grow. Ernie
handed the packets of seeds one by one to

A Crush 11



Jack, who stood in silent admiration of the
lovely photographs before asking Ernie
several times, “Are you sure you want to plant
these?” Ernie was sure. It didn’t take him very
long, and when the seeds all lay under the
moist black earth, Ernie carried his empty
packages inside the house and spent the rest
of the day spreading them across his bed in
different arrangements.

hat was in June. For the next

several Wednesdays at 7:00 a.m.

Ernie watched every movement of

the dark-haired woman behind the

lighted windows of Stan’s Hardware. Jack

watched Ernie watch Dolores, and discreetly®®
said nothing.

When Ernie’s flowers began growing in
July, Ernie spent most of his time in the gar-
den. He would watch the garden for hours, as
if he expected it suddenly to move or to
impress him with a quick trick. The fragile
green stems of his flowers stood uncertainly
in the soil, like baby colts on their first legs,
but the young plants performed no magic for
Ernie’s eyes. They saved their shows for the
middle of the night and next day surprised
Ernie with tender small blooms in all the col-
ors the photographs had promised.

The flowers grew fast and hardy, and one
early Wednesday morning when they looked
as big and bright as their pictures on, the

empty packages, Ernie pulled a glass canning.

jar off a dusty shelf in the basement of his
house. He washed the jar, half filled it with
water, then carried it to the garden where he
placed in it one of every kind of flower he had
grown. He met Jack at the car and rode off to
the Big Boy with the jar of flowers held tight
between his small hands. Jack told him it was
a beautiful bouquet.

When they reached the door of the Big Boy,
Ernie stopped and pulled at Jack’s arm, point-
ing to the building across the street. “OK,” Jack
said, and he led Ernie to the front door of
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Stan’s Hardware. It was 6:00 a.m. and the build-

ing was still dark. Ernie set the clear mason jar:
full of flowers under the sign that read
“Closed,” then he smiled at Jack and followed |

him back across the street to get breakfast.

b

it

When Dolores arrived at seven and picked
up the jar of zinnias and cornflowers and nas-}
turtiums and marigolds and asters and four .
o’clocks, Ernie and Jack were watching her!
from a booth in the Big Boy. Each had a wide!
smile on his face as Dolores put her nose to!
the flowers. Ernie giggled. They watched the
lights of the hardware store come up and saw
Dolores place the clear mason jar on the: -
ledge of the front window. They drove home

still smiling.

All the rest of that summer Ernie left a jar
of flowers every Wednesday morning at the .

- front door of Stan’s Hardware. Neither Dick.

Wilcox nor Dolores could figure out why the :
flowers kept coming, and each of them.
assumed somebody had a crush on the other.
But the flowers had an effect on them anyway."
Dick started spending more time out on the
floor making conversation with the cus-:
tomers, while Dolores stopped wearing T
shirts to work and instead wore crisp white!
blouses with the sleeves rolled back off her%

wrists. Occasionally she put on a bracelet.

By summer’s end Jack and Ernie had,
become very good friends, and when the flow-!
ers in the garden behind their house began:
to wither, and Ernie’s face began to grow gray.
as he watched them, Jack brought home one.
bright day in late September a great long box.|
Ernie followed Jack as he carried it down to.
the basement and watched as Jack pulled a
long glass tube from the box and attached this:

tube fo the wall above a table. When Jack’
plugged in the tube’s electric cord, a soft,

lavender light washed the room.
“Sunshine,” said Jack.

18. discreetly (dis krét’1€), adv. in a way that shows good ;

judgment; cautiously.




Then he went back to his car for asmaller  packages of seeds than he could count, with j
pox. He carried this down to the basement  new kinds of photographs on the slick paper. !

wh

ere Ernie still stood staring at the strange “Violets,” Jack said, pointing to one of them.

light. Jack handed Ernie the small box, and Then he and Ernie went outside to get

when Ernie opened it he found more little  some dirt.

5

= Anotber Vorce =

/innias

Valerie Worth

Zinnias, stout and stiff,
Stand no nonsense: their colors
Stare, their leaves
-Grow straight out, their petals
5 Jut like clipped cardboard,
Round, in neat flat rings.

g

Even cut and bunched,

Arranged to please us

In the house, in water, they
10 Will hardly wilt—I know

Someone like zinnias; I wish

I were like zinnias.
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