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Red came to a dead stop at the edge of the garden. �I don�t know who you think you are,� she said, her voice firm. �But those are Miss Lydia�s strawberries.�
�I�m Virginia,� said the colored girl, getting up and brushing off her dress. �Matilda is my mama, and Miss Lydia said I could pick �em anytime I wanted.�
They stood facing each other in the pounding August heat, and Red�s temper wilted as she wiped her freckled face with her sleeve and pulled off her hat to use as a fan. �Well, I guess that�s okay.� She shoved the straw hat back onto her head and sat between rows, picking a particularly juicy berry and plopping it into her mouth. The strawberry patch at the back of the property was shut out from the rest of the world, hemmed in by stately hedges.
�Are you Yvette?� asked Virginia. She was a gravely pretty girl with dark brown skin and braids all over her head, clipped with colorful barrettes.
Red grimaced theatrically. �I hate that name. Call me Red.�
�It fits. You here for long?�
�Through the end of this month and into the first week of September,� said Red, getting up and joining Virginia on her row.
�You�ll be here for Miss Portia�s next spell,� said Virginia matter-of-factly. �Her last one was something! The lions over at the zoo roared all night and the wolves howled.�
�They did?�
�Yeah, and Miss Lydia and my mama were with her all night.�
Red picked a berry and cautiously handed it to Virginia. �How old are you?�
For the second time they sized each other up.
�Twelve.�
�Ten,� said Red. They ate strawberries for a while, a few making it into a bucket Red had brought with her. �I�ve never talked to anyone colored my own age,� she said finally.
Virginia grinned. �Me either. No white girl, I mean. But my teacher says this is 1963 and things are going to change.�
�You mean like going to school together and stuff?�
�Yeah. Last year a black man tried to get into a college in Mississippi. Someday�� she broke off and lifted a finger. �Listen. You hear that?�
It was a deep Aaaaauh� Aaaaauh, filling the heavy air between them and the Memphis zoo. The lions roaring, bringing the outside world into Lydia�s isolated garden.
�Feeding time,� whispered Virginia.
�Yvette! Yvette? Where are you!�
Red squinched up her face. �It�s my grandmother. I�ll talk to you later. G�bye.�
She ran to the house with her few strawberries and Lydia, her grandmother, closed the screen door behind her.
�How can you run in this heat, child? Put your bucket down and let�s sit in the dining room.�
That meant it was serious.
�Do you know why you�re here?� asked Lydia, her hands reflected in the rich depths of the mahogany table. Red could see heavyset Matilda pass by the door, listening. Matilda, Virginia�s mother, who smelled of Clorox and sweat, whose dark, round face was framed with wisps of gray hair that flew loose from her tight bun. She seemed aloof to Red, as if she owned the house, rather than cleaned it. Lydia didn�t seem to know she was there.
Red put both elbows on the table. �Uh�because my parents are moving us to New York and this summer�ll be my last chance to learn any manners, because God knows they don�t have any up there.�
Lydia cocked an eyebrow. �If I didn�t know better,� she said in her refined drawl, �I�d say you were repeating something you heard.�
Red shrugged.
�Well,� said Lydia, �we�ve never been all that close, you and I, and that�s why I told your mother I�d keep you here in Memphis while they move. I am your�grandmother. And you haven�t seen much of your Great-grandmother Portia. She�ll be down with one of her spells while you�re here, at the end of your visit, but that shouldn�t be a problem. As to manners� I�ll start by calling you by your Christian name, Yvette. Red sounds like a cowboy.�
�I hate Yvette.�
Lydia just looked at her from beautiful, drooping eyes, her fine lips curving up on one side. �Well, you�ll just have to get used to hearing it, because I won�t call you Red. I was educated at a good school where they taught you manners.�
Red�s face brightened. �Daddy says that back before the Punic Wars you went to Randolph-Macon.�
Lydia�s eyes narrowed. �How kind of him to fill you in.�
Through the screened windows, covered with drifts of white curtain, Red could hear the lions.
�Do they roar very often?� she asked.
Lydia frowned. �They�re lions. They roar when they roar.� She looked elegant in the gardening workshirt and khaki pants in a way Red feared she never would.
�Great-grandmother Portia wants to see you tomorrow, Yvette. She�s very happy you�ve come.�
Red smiled, but it came out more a wince.
She slept on a narrow twin bed that night, listening to the fan huff hot air, and to the leaves outside her window, caressing each other in the faint breeze. A tear fell, hot against her skin and the starched pillowcase. This room was so different from her own, and she missed having her mother tuck her in and her father read to her. They had just gotten into Howard Carter�s The Tomb of Tutankhamon and she longed for the sound of his voice, the way he turned the book around so they could share the pictures.
Then, the night held its breath, and so faintly, so faintly, she heard a new sound�the wolves howling at the zoo.

�Did you wash your face and comb your hair?�
�Uh-huh.� Red never washed her face if no one was watching, and her shock of red hair didn�t take much maintenance.
�Say yes, not uh-huh,� smiled Lydia.
They breakfasted and went out back, into the dappled light of dogwood trees and beyond to the irises, nodding in ruffled and multi-hued splendor.
�When your mother was little,� said Lydia, �she would always pick out a blue iris. I started breeding them to get the bluest ones I could for her.� She cut one and, carefully, Red took it from her.
�Now, we�ll go see Great-grandmother Portia.� She led her into a tunnel of trees and hedges to the house next door. Lydia didn�t have a lot of money, compared to what the Tucker family had had when she was young. When she had married Grandfather Earl, they had purchased two shotgun houses, side by side on Crump Circle, the other one for Great-grandmother Portia. Grandfather Earl died years before Red was bom. What was left of the Tucker estate brought in just enough to go without working, which suited Lydia fine, because her life was devoted to horticulture. She combined both backyards to create a seamless melding of formal garden and English herb garden, to plots of irises and vegetables, to the cool tunnel of trees that led from Lydia�s house to the back door of Portia�s house, because no one ever went in the front door. Red had been here several times, but she couldn�t help gaping at the denseness of the foliage in the tunnel. It was as if she had entered Sherwood Forest itself, thick and primeval. They emerged at the back of the house and Greatgrandmother Portia stood behind the screen door, a still gray shape. Red would have given anything to bolt from these old people and their remote, decorous lives.
�Why, you�ve brought me an iris.� Portia swung the squinching door open and ushered them in. Portia Tucker was dressed like a picture out of a book, in a blue skirt that went all the way to the ground and a white, high-necked blouse with full sleeves. Her face was gaunt and very wrinkled and her thin hair lay piled in a braid on her head, the pink from her scalp showing through.
The leafy tunnel had brought Red to more than another house; it seemed another world, for there was no washing machine or dryer on the back porch, no modern appliances in the kitchen, not even a refrigerator. Red noticed kerosene lamps here and there, storm covers lightly blackened with use.
�Could I trouble you to put the iris in a vase?� The request was directed at Lydia, who knew right where the vase was; and as she drew the water and dropped the flower in, Red realized her grandmother had command over this house. It was spelled out in small gestures, the way Lydia shook out a towel and wiped the vase, how she went forward into the dining room and set it down where she chose.
�Let�s us sit in the dining room,� said Portia. Lydia was already pulling out chairs. �The front parlor is far too dark and hot.�
The magnificent table, china cabinet and sideboard in the dining room were oversized and forlorn, refugees from an antebellum mansion. Every step made the floorboards creak and the ancient china rattle. The living room at the front of the house was dark and thickly curtained and its dark mahogany furniture, too, seemed to loom uncomfortably in the cramped space.
�I believe this is the bluest iris I have ever seen,� said Portia. It was a soft voice, honeyed with a southern accent. She looked at Red with eyes far younger than her face, with fine wrinkles that turned up into smile lines.
Red felt the dread lift a little as she sat next to the old woman in the still, cramped room where doilies covered every surface.
�I am pretty old,� confessed Portia. Her accent was different than Lydia�s, more courtly; and her eyes were the palest blue Red had ever seen, as if time had bleached them out.
�I�m pretty young,� grinned Red.
Lydia adjusted a fold in the curtains. �You two have a little talk, while I go out back and pull some weeds. I won�t be long.� Her eyes met Portia�s for only a moment, in what looked like a warning frown.
Portia was silent until she heard the back screen door slam. �You�re no sissy, are you?�
�I�guess not.�
�I mean, you�re not one of those little girls who wears flouncy dresses and has sausage curls and sits under a tree on a blanket and plays with dolls.�
�Oh, definitely not.� Lydia had made Red wear a dress for this occasion, but both skinned knees poked out from under the hem.
�Lydia has her good qualities,� said Portia. �But she isn�t big on adventure. When I was younger, I had a lot of adventures. Have you ever been to Vicksburg?�
�No� ma�am.�
�Like Memphis, it looks down on the Mississippi River. They dug trenches and tunnels during the siege. And I used to prowl through them, and oh, would the soldiers be surprised when I would come upon them!�
Red had no idea what Portia was talking about. �All I do is watch Tarzan movies,� she said wistfully.
Portia gave her a strange look. �Well, you shall find adventure someday. I am sure of it.�
The bang of the screen door announced Lydia�s return. �How are you two getting along?� she asked at the dining room door.
�Just famously,� said Portia. �In fact I would like to give Yvette a little something.�
Lydia froze.
�Oh, honey, just a little box! Something my mother gave to me when I was a little girl. It�s in the chifforobe in my bedroom, in that drawer where I keep all my trinkets.�
Lydia went around the corner and Red heard the sound of drawers opening. She came back holding up a wooden box. �This one?�
�No dear, the one with the boullework.�
Lydia came back and handed the small box to Portia, who turned it over in her bony, blue-veined hands. She gave it to Red. It was ebony wood, inlaid with brass and red tortoiseshell. Opening it, she found a little key on a tassel, which fit into the keyhole.
�This is really neat,� said Red. �Thank you, thank you very much.�
�My mother gave it to me when we still lived up the river from Vicksburg at Fairgrove. I shall tell you about her sometime.�
�But right now,� Lydia cut in, �Great-grandmother Portia needs her rest. Maybe you two can visit again in a few days.�
Portia leaned over and whispered to Red, �This box holds secrets.�
�Pretty fancy,� said Virginia.
They sat on a bench across from the herb garden, taking advantage of the shade as the cicadas tirelessly whirred their song of summer heat.
The black girl opened the box and looked inside.
�She said something kinda funny,� said Red. �That it holds secrets.�
�Old people say things like that. Maybe she was talkin� about memories.�
�I dunno. It was funny the way she said it. Oh! And you know what else? She whispered it to me, like she didn�t want Lydia to hear.�
They stared at the box.
�Maybe�� said Virginia, suddenly excited, �maybe it�s like something I saw on Miss Lydia�s TV, on 77 Sunset Strip. You know, a secret compartment.�
Red took the box back and turned it over carefully. �Well, the bottom�s awfully heavy.�
Together they picked and poked at the box. It was Virginia who accidentally pressed the inlay on one side, causing the bottom to come loose at one edge. With careful prying, the bottom swung out, revealing a shallow compartment filled with a mashed scrap of cloth. Red pulled it out and a key fell to her lap. A modern brass key.
�Do you recognize it?� asked Red.
Virginia shook her head. �Mama has lots of keys for the houses, and I can�t tell.�
�Your mother knows a lot about things around here, doesn�t she?�
�Yeah. She�s been working here since before I was born. Miss Lydia�s been good to our family. She helped us a lot when my papa died.�
�Your father died?�
Virginia�s face was very still. �He had cancer and he died when I was eight.�
It was an overwhelming concept for Red, who felt enough pain just being separated from her father for a few weeks.
�Wow, that�s bad,� she said lamely.
�Yvette!�
They both jumped, then fumbled frantically with the key and the cloth and the box. The bottom snapped shut just as Lydia came around the corner.
�So! What are you two up to?�
Red burst out laughing and Virginia covered her mouth as she giggled.
�Nothing,� said Red. �Just looking at the box.�
�There�s lemonade in the house. Virginia, could you pick us some strawberries, and we�ll have them with cream?�
�Yes, ma�am.�
�Yvette,� said Lydia as they went into the house, �There�s a girl your age whose mother is a member of the Garden Society. She�d love you to come over.�
�No, that�s okay. Virginia and I have stuff to do.�
�Getting too friendly with Virginia might not be a good idea.�
�Why not?�
Lydia said starkly, �Virginia is like a member of this family, but she�s colored, and that means we mix only so far. Do you understand?�
�I guess,� said Red.
The next day, Red waited impatiently until Virginia came to Miss Lydia�s house. �My mama�s taking a nap over at Miss Portia�s.�
�Great. Let�s get started.� Red pulled the key from her pocket. It didn�t fit the padlock on Lydia�s basement. It didn�t fit the back door or the front door.
�How long does my grandmother take when she goes to a garden club meeting?�
�Usually a couple of hours, sometimes more.�
She and Red stood in the living room, and Red peered about, as if she could see through the walls. �There aren�t any more locks here, are there?�
�No. I told you we should check Miss Portia�s house. That makes more sense.�
�But we had to be sure,� said Red, leaving unspoken that they really didn�t want to go next door. They traced their way back through the trees, edging past the creaking screen door and into the bleak kitchen.
�I�ll check on Mama.� Virginia was gone only a moment. �As far as I can remember,� she whispered, �there�s the front door, the back door�� she ticked them off on her fingers. �The basement, and Miss Portia�s room.�
�Miss Portia�s room?�
Virginia shrugged.
Red took a resolute breath. �Is your mother a heavy sleeper?�
�Yeah��
They tiptoed past the dining room, wincing at each creaking board. Matilda sat back, breathing heavily, her work-worn hands draped over the arms of the rocker, a half-finished doily in her lap. Portia looked like a corpse, engulfed in featherbeds and lying on a canopy bed that nearly swallowed the small room. Red crept toward the open door, ready to bolt. She slid the key from her pocket, and placed it against the lock. It bumped in halfway, then it resisted. Red pressed the key harder, to make sure. Nope. This wasn�t the lock.
She shook her head for Virginia�s benefit, then tugged. The key wouldn�t budge.
Fear lanced through her and she yanked hard, pulling the key free and bumping the glass doorknob. Red and Virginia froze, staring at the sleeping women. Matilda�s snoring never broke rhythm. But for one second, Red thought she saw Portia�s eyes, open and clear, then shutting quickly as they retreated, quaking in their sneakers.
�Something tells me this key won�t fit the front door or the back door,� whispered Red.
�You just don�t wanna be here.�
Red giggled, and so did Virginia, cupping a hand over her mouth.
�Well,� said Virginia, �we could try the basement. It�s outside.�
It wasn�t such an adventure now, and Red stood for a moment before nodding. �Yeah. We�ve come this far, right?�
They nodded together and went to the back of Miss Portia�s house. There were steps leading down to the door, and it struck Red as odd, that the steps were swept clean and well used. Lydia�s basement steps were grimy. Just out of curiosity, Red turned the knob on the door, and to her surprise, it opened.
�Try the key anyway,� said Virginia.
Red pushed the key against the lock and shook her head.
They crept down the stairs, smelling the mustiness of an underground room�but it wasn�t a room, it was a short passage with a door off one side. It was dark, so dark all Red could tell when she put her hand against the door was that it was smooth metal, cool to the touch. A snap, a light came on, and her heart nearly leapt out of her chest. It was only Virginia, her hand on the light switch.
�Look at this!� said Red. There was a rocking chair next to the door, and a small table which held a ring of keys and a quietly ticking clock. On the floor next to the chair was a small basket, filled with yarn and knitting needles.
�That�s my mama�s knitting,� said Virginia very quietly. �I have a lot of sweaters.�
The metal door was dull gray with a peephole, several heavy bolts, a handle�and a lock. Red put her weight against one of the bolts and it shot back easily. Oil glistened on the workings. It was the same with the other one� and then she tried her key, which went in easily, turning with buttery smoothness. The door swung in, and she groped for a light. Nothing.
�It�s here,� said Virginia from the hall. She snapped it on, and they beheld the tiny, stark, concrete room. Against the far wall was a very strange bed with a series of hinged clamps contoured to the shape of a body, each with its own lock. There was a light set into the ceiling, covered with bars.
The walls. Crisscrossed with parallel grooves� Red crept into the room and ran her hand over the jagged furrows. �Claw marks,� she whispered. She looked back at the door, struck by how thick the wall was at the lintel. A foot deep. And as she drew in breath she felt a pulse of unreasoning fear.
�Let�s get outta here,� she said.
Virginia stood with her hand poised on the light switch as Red backed out and locked up. She nodded and Virginia turned off that light, and the one for the hall. With their last reserve of stealth, they pushed the basement door shut and dashed for the sunlight.

�White folks can be cruel,� said Matilda several days later, in the afternoon.
Red, Virginia, and Matilda sat on Lydia�s back porch, stringing pole beans. The tired black fan heaved itself back and forth, its faint breeze hushing by their clammy faces. Matilda had put them to work on the bushel basket that never seemed to get any emptier.
�Miss Lydia isn�t the only lady I work for,� Matilda elaborated. �The other ladies, they�re supposed to serve me lunch, and all they ever have on my day is hot dogs. You know those folks only eat hot dogs when I come, so they don�t have to serve me anything decent.�
Matilda glared and sweated, and Red wondered if it was somehow her fault. It took her a moment to think of something to say. �My grandmother�Lydia�she aways has good food.�
�Yes, child, Miss Lydia�s a good woman. You think she grows so many pole beans just to feed herself and Miss Portia?�
Red stared down at the beans.
�All summer I put up what she grows out there, and she only takes a few of the jars for herself. The rest is for my folks�hold on there, you missed that end.�
Red looked down and snapped the end, peeling the string down the length of the bean.
�Miss Portia, now�� Red watched her tired, blunt features as she struggled with the right words. �She�s a woman who�s mighty tired of life. Mightly tired. I wish Miss Lydia would do right by her.�
�Yvette?� Lydia appeared around the corner. �Great-grandmother Portia would like some company while I trim the hedges.�
Red got up a little guiltily, leaving Matilda and Virginia with the pole beans.
She sat across the table in the stifling dining room and couldn�t think of a thing to say. Gramma Portia clinked the little spoon against her flowered china cup and sipped her tea. Red looked down at hers and wondered if she dared touch it. Cautiously, she held the handle and took a sip. No match for Coca-Cola. Suddenly Portia looked straight at Red and said, �I think Lydia�s out of earshot. Can you check?�
Red blinked, then crept to the kitchen door and listened. She could hear the snick-snick of Lydia�s hedge clippers.
�All clear,� said Red breathlessly, coming back to her seat.
�Well then,� said Portia. �How did you like that little box I gave you?�
Red knew what she meant. �We found the key.�
�We?�
�Me and Virginia.�
�Virginia and I. Go on, then.�
�We tried all the doors we could, until we finally thought about the cellar. And we went down there.� And saw the stark walls and clawmarks.
�They keep me in there when I have one of my spells. No, don�t stare at me so, it�s not cruel. Just necessary. And I�ve been in smaller places� much smaller.�
�Like what?�
�Did they teach in school about the time General Grant came down to Vicksburg and laid siege to our city?�
�Um� only a little,� said Red, to keep Portia going.
�That Yankee Grant was a daring man, I�ll give him that. Crossed the Mississippi and surrounded us. But he couldn�t storm our barricades! So he fired his big guns at us, shells were falling every day, but no one talked of surrender.� Portia�s voice had grown softer, her face less wizened. �There I was, an old maid of twenty, living with Papa and the servants who had stayed, in our house in Vicksburg. A shell hit tbe roof; nothing as terrible as some of our neighbors, but it stirred Papa to action. �We shall dig into the bluffs like everyone else,� he said. �It would probably be better for my little Portia, anyway.� He thought me frail.
�So we had a cave dug for us, and there we were, with furniture from the house and a nice rug on the dirt floor. And I confess, I loved it. It was a great adventure, and I could smell the earth all around us and hear the shells as if they were very, very far away��
Portia�s eyes seemed darker, like storm clouds. �But I was never frail, as Papa thought. It was my colored maid Sophie who knew about me, how I got bit by the big wild dog back at Fairgrove, and how, when the moon is full, I have my spells. And while Papa sleeps, I run out in the streets, hungry, starving, like everyone else in the city, only I can smell what I need, and I find the siege tunnels and trenches where our Confederate soldiers wait for me. So dark in the tunnels, black but for the red-flower scent of their blood, and I find one sleeping by himself, my nails are sharp, they shred him like a soft roll, and my teeth mangle his throat like ivory knives�and the thick nectar bubbles up in my jaws and he tastes so sweet� and then I give him to the river�.
�Sometimes they cry out. But there�s so much pain here, men hurt and dying. One scream in the night?�
There was a smell of musk in the thick air. Portia�s face was radiant and her eyes drunk with color, shot through with spears of red. �And that is what I am. Do you understand?�
Red couldn�t speak.
Portia looked toward the door. �Why, Sophie, come on in here. Meet Yvette.�
It was Matilda at the door, and she took Red by the hand as if she were four years old and led her to the garden, out of Lydia�s sight, where they could sit in the shade and look out over the beautiful irises, so still in the heat.
�Did she tell you?� said Matilda. �She shouldn�t of done that.�
Red�s throat ached as tears rose. She was so sweaty she felt as if her skin would melt. She felt horrible, betrayed and utterly alone, and had never wanted her mother and father so much in her life.
�You ever seen one o� them monster movies? They call �em werewolves. And all the people who saw the movie I went to, they screamed at the scary parts. But they weren�t scary to me, because Miss Portia�� Matilda pulled out a clean handkerchief from the pocket of her apron. Red buried her face behind it.
�Lord knows what happened to her is bad. But she can�t help herself. What she�s got is some disease that I don�t think us or God understands. And it keeps her alive, when all she wants is peace.�
�She gave me the key to the room in the cellar,� whispered Red.
�That�s where we keep her when she has her spells. She came up from Vicksburg right after the war on that riverboat Sultana, and it blew up, and she and her maid Sophie got fished out of the Mississippi. When they made it back to Memphis, Sophie told Miss Portia�s people here. And they�ve kept her hidden in little rooms for years and years. She hasn�t been able to get out and do harm. And she�s so old now� no one from the outside knows she�s still alive. Your own mother doesn�t know what Miss Portia is. When she was a little girl, Miss Lydia sent your mother away to school. Which I can�t do with my Virginia,� said Matilda in that voice she had used when she talked about the cruelty of whites to their maids. �You�re the last Tucker female. You have a right to know.�

It was too much of a burden, sitting across from Lydia at breakfast the next morning and pretending to be a carefree little girl. Mercifully, her grandmother didn�t notice the haunted look on Red�s face, or that she picked at her food because there was a heavy stone at her center. One glance and her mother would have known.
So Red told Virginia.
�Does she really turn into a wolf?�
�Yes! Even Matil�even your mother says so.� �Mama�s been with this family since before I was born. And my great-great-grandmother was named Sophie. Mama works at other people�s houses, but not like here. She practically lives here. She must have known about this for a long, long time.�
�And maybe your grandmother before her.�
�I�ll bet! You know, Mama doesn�t laugh a lot. Sometimes she says I better laugh while I can.�
�Maybe,� said Red, �she just means that your life will be hard . .. your being a negro.�
Virginia gravely shook her head. �It�s more than that. My Aunt Mary works for some awful mean people. But she still laughs and makes jokes and says you can�t let life get you down�and that my generation will have it better. Mama� well, if she�s known about this all her life, it would explain a lot.�
�Our two families go back a long way.�
�We�re practically sisters,� grinned Virginia.
Red grinned back and realized the weight had lightened as she talked to Virginia. Yesterday, between one heat-thickened moment and the next, Red had met a monster, and life was full of dark corners. But now she could bear it, if Portia wanted to see her again.
�I�m not going to be your maid,� said Virginia. �When I grow up.�
�Well, of course you aren�t. What are you going to do?�
�Dunno yet. I�ll go to college.�
They sat in contemplative silence. College was further off than anything they could think of, and for a moment it awed them more than the werewolf next door.
Red drifted thoughtfully into Lydia�s kitchen and heard her on the phone, heard a name to make her heart pound. She was talking to Daddy.
�� well, Frank, it was nothing really. I just put in a good word�.�
Red paused in the breakfast nook, some instinct making her hold back and listen.
�I think you got the job because you�re a good teacher, not because the dean of the department is a schoolmate from Randolph-Macon. From back before the Punic Wars.�
Red waited out the silent space of her father�s response.
��maybe it is time we were on more cordial footing. Frank�Frank, it comes down to this; I knew you wanted the job, I thought it would be good for the three of you to move�up there� never mind why� and Miss Delacourte would never have hired you if she didn�t think you were the best man for the job. I just wanted the best for the three of you. Oh, let me go get Yvette, and not another word about it. Yvette!�
Red tiptoed back to the kitchen, banged the door and ran into the dining room.

She was part of the enclave now, at home with the stately hedges, embraced by tbe emerald tunnel. She had prowled the terrible room, shared secrets with a friend. Crying on the pillow that first night seemed a remote dream as Red sat across from Portia the next day.
�Dear child,� said Portia, �have you pulled yourself together yet?�
�I guess.�
�I could tell you were a girl with sand.� �Sand?�
�Grit, determination, strength.� Portia looked at her with those pale blue eyes and the suggestion of a smile shadowed her mouth.
Portia was beautiful when she was young, realized Red.
�I am a one hundred and twenty-year-old werewolf. But I don�t change into a wolf like I used to, because when the full moon comes around, Lydia takes me down to that little room with no windows, and I can�t see the moon. I just get wild and sick, and I am told my nails and teeth get sharper.
�And here�s the thing: if Lydia gets too old, whose turn do you think it will be to take care of me? Your mother or you, and that colored girl.�
Red shook her head emphatically. �Grandma Lydia got my father a job up north so my mother wouldn�t have to take care of you. And Virginia and me can�t do it. We�re going to college.�
�Virginia and I� now that�s interesting, Lydia sending you up north.� She seemed far away and Red fiddled anxiously with her teacup.
Portia slapped the table with the flat of her hand. Red jumped and knocked over her tea, but the old woman didn�t notice. �I see it now. She�s going to kill me.�
�What!�
�Oh, not anytime soon. She wants me to hang on for a long time, because that�s her revenge. But when she gets so old that caring for me is a real burden, she�ll take me outside on a full moon. I think changing into a wolf would kill me at my age.�
Red struggled to comprehend. �Revenge for what?�
Portia wasn�t listening. �We will beat her to the punch. I�m going to kill myself on the next full moon, two days off.�
Red stared at Portia. �Great-grandmother Portia, I�ve heard it�s wrong�-�
��to kill yourself?� Portia turned her hands over and Red looked at her leathery palms and sharp little nails. �Let the truth be told. I�m not your great-grandmother. Oh, I�m a Tucker, but your line descends from my sister, who moved to Memphis before the war. When you have a monster inside, like I do, you don�t love men or bear their children, and people die when they get too near. They say your grandfather Earl fell accidentally, or that the boiler of the Sultana blew up accidentally, killing eighteen hundred people, but it�s not so. If I hadn�t been there, neither thing would have happened.�
The hairs on Red�s arms were standing up.
�I welcome death,� said Portia. �Death is a part of me, like the color of my eyes.�

The day of the full moon found Red packing for the next day�s flight. She was fitting Portia�s small box into a corner of her suitcase when the phone rang. Red heard Lydia pick up and thought nothing of it until she heard her grandmother gasp.
�Matilda! Matilda, come to the phone right away!�
As Red heard the heavier tread in the hall, Lydia came into Red�s room, her arms crossed tightly, her eyes blazing. �You might as well hear this, Yvette. Matilda�s sister Mary has been hit in the face by a brick. Two white men threw it from their car as she walked home from the bus stop.�
From the hall they heard heartbreaking sobs and �Oh, Lord, oh Lord!�
Red felt her stomach lurch. �Is she gonna be okay?�
�They don�t know. That was the doctor, calling from the hospital. I�ll drive Matilda over there, you stay here with Virginia.�
Red sat on her bed, wondering how she was going to face her friend, but it was Matilda who came to her door.
�I have to go now and I don�t know when I�ll be back,� she said in a choked voice. Red could hardly bear to look at her face, the tears soaking into the weary wrinkles. �Maybe in a couple of hours, maybe not for a while.� She pulled a vial of green liquid wrapped in yellowed paper out of her apron pocket and handed it to Red. The paper had words written in a spidery scrawl: belladonna, henbane, jimson weed, wormwood. Ground and mixed with olive oil, turpentine and hog fat and the fat of an unchristened infant.
�It�ll have to do without that last part. I�ve been growing those plants by the tracks, waiting for her to give me the word. You go take that bottle to Miss Portia before tonight. You�re the last Tucker and maybe this is the way it�s supposed to be.�
Matilda left. Lydia was starting the car out front, and Red realized Virginia had come into her room.
�I�m sorry,� said Red, and she meant it to go beyond the single terrible incident that sent Matilda hurrying to the hospital.
�Mama says it�s because all those people went on that march to Washington last week. If they�d just stayed home nobody would be out throwing bricks.� Virginia�s eyes seemed to bum. �But what those white boys did was wrong. Flat-out wrong.�
�Yes.� After a mournful silence Red said, �I have to take this bottle to Miss Portia. Your mother told me I have to.�
�She told me, too.� said Virginia, swiping roughly at her eyes. �I�ll go with you.�

In the soft, golden afternoon, Red and Virginia emerged on the other side and mounted the steps to the old house, swinging open the screen door. Portia appeared in the kitchen as silently as a ghost.
�What have you got there?� she asked.
Red held up the vial.
�At long last,� her mellifluous voice sounded distant.
�Miss Portia,� said Virginia, �it might be hard on Red if she hands that to you by herself.� Virginia clasped her hand over Red�s and together they placed the vial in Portia�s hands.
�What will this do?� whispered Red.
�It will change me into a wolf and I won�t be able to change back. It won�t be painful, but it will be more exertion than the monster can bear, and she won�t last long. Do you want to watch me drink ?�
The two girls looked at each other. We�ve come this far.
Portia uncorked the little vial, held it to her lips, then paused. She smiled and held it out, saluting them. Then she tilted it to her mouth, grimacing at the taste.
�Goodbye,� she said. �Thank you, with every fiber of my being. Remember me like this when you see it tonight.�

They sat together by the telephone, as silent in Lydia�s house as Portia was next door. The sound of the bell cracked the air, and Red picked it up before the first ring had finished.
�Yvette, we can all breathe easy. Mary got some bad cuts and had to have some stitches, but the doctor doesn�t think there�s a concussion. They�re going to keep her overnight just to be sure. So you tell Virginia. Matilda and I will be home soon. We�ll all eat some supper, then you two can stay at my house while we look after Great-grandmother Portia. It�s one of those nights when she�ll have a spell.�

From the abundant foliage the two girls watched Lydia and Matilda go into Portia�s house. Matilda came for them when it was dark and the moon had risen, and led them to the cellar. Portia lay on the perverse bed, clamped in a prone position. She writhed against the restraints, her tidy braid unraveled, the strings of white hair lashing across her face.
�My God, Matilda, what are those girls doing here?� Lydia almost dropped the plastic cup in her hands. She was completely undone, bereft of elegance and composure.
�They�ve come to see Miss Portia turn into a wolf.�
Lydia leaned stiffly against the wall. �You told them,� she said, and Red was amazed at the pain in her face.
�They�have�the�right! � gasped Portia.
Everyone turned and looked at her, and Lydia cried out. Portia�s face was growing coarse fur, as were her hands and feet; all that could be seen peeking out from an old nightgown.
�I took a draught,� she whispered, and then she was lost to them, shuddering and shaking.
Lydia looked straight at Matilda, who stared back unflinchingly, as if she had borrowed some of the red light from Portia�s eyes.
�I see,� said Lydia. �It�s over, and I had no say in it.� She squeezed her eyes shut and turned away from them as she wept.
They watched over Portia, silently, as she twisted and strained against the clamps, the room filling with the musk of a wolf.
�It�s time to leave,� said Lydia faintly.
They all backed out of the room and bolted it behind them.

Lydia wouldn�t let Red look through the peephole. They could hear Portia gasping, scrabbling against the restraints of the bed. The silence that followed was hollow, unearthly. Then came a low growl, guttural and coarse as gravel�and an explosive, feral scream, coupled with the sound of wood splintering and metal whanging against concrete. Red found herself pressed against the far wall of the corridor, gripping Lydia like a lifeline. Lydia folded her arms around her, softly. The monster howled over and over, hoarse, lusting wails, and her claws screeched against the walls, sending shivers to the pit of Red�s stomach. They waited out the rage behind the walls, exhausted by the time the snarls and thuds of the werewolf�s body lessened and stopped. Finally, Lydia released Red and peered through the peephole. She was very still for a moment, then she shot back the bolts.
They found her in the middle of the room, her legs splayed to hold her up. Portia was just an old wolf now, covered with white fur that had a worn yellow luster. Her eyes were blue, stark against black lids, and her bony frame seemed fragile as it heaved breath, making Red want to go forward and hold her up. But caution held her back. And Lydia�s hand.
�We can take her outside now, Miss Lydia. She�s through changing for good,� said Matilda.
They bore Portia into the radiant night, collared and cross-tied, and the ancient wolf turned her muzzle to the moon, drinking in its luminosity. Red thought about the trenches in Vicksburg where this werewolf had savaged Confederates, her eyes glowing as they glowed now, full of moon-magic and bloodlust. She could hear the wolves at the zoo, howling like demons.
They led her to a grassy spot by the hedges and she stood silhouetted against the moonlight.
�She killed Earl when your mother was very young,� said Lydia. �He got careless on the night of a full moon. That�s why I kept her alive all these years, she killed my husband.�
They listened to the wolves howl frantically against the counterpoint of deep lion roars.
Portia�s breath came out in wheezes.
�She�s dying, at last,� said Lydia, and Red could hear sorrow in her voice. Portia drew herself up, her coat bristling with bright needles of light. She threw her head to the moon and gave one last howl, harrowing and rich, then she fell. It took Red a moment to realize that the wolves at the zoo had become silent. Then, they started again, taking up the dirge; farewell to a fearful and mighty one.

Lydia was in the breakfast nook, the gloves she used for heavy digging laid on the counter. She was going at The Commercial Appeal with the kitchen scissors. �Article in the paper says people all over Overton Park were calling in to complain about the wolves and lions. Not doubt the Press Scimitar will run something this afternoon.� She put the short article inside a leather-bound book.
Red slid into the chair opposite her grandmother.
�My whole life revolved around taking care of her, stretching her miserable life out as long as I could,� said Lydia, her eyes distant. �I should have let her go years ago. I was so angry when she killed Earl. He was a good man, Yvette, but I don�t think he ever really believed, and he got careless. And now, I don�t feel angry, just� sad. Maybe I�ll take a little vacation, visit you all in New York.�
Daddy will love every minute of that, thought Red.
Lydia leaned forward to get up, then sat down again. �Yvette. Portia left a diary. She kept it faithfully up until the end.� Lydia�s hand was resting on the little leather-bound book.
A hunger swept through Red.
�When you�re older, it�s yours,� said Lydia. �You�ve learned a lot already, but you�ve got some growing to do before most of this will make sense to you. Goodness, it seems like a long time ago that we sat talking at the diningroom table� right now, I think you should go say good-bye to Virginia.�
How old was older?
Virginia was waiting at the bench.
�Portia had a diary!�
Virginia�s eyes were wide. �A diary? Did Miss Lydia give it to you?�
�No� she said I had to get older.�
They sat back, frustrated.
�I�ll have to go to college up there,� said Virginia finally, �so that when Miss Lydia gives it to you, we can read it together.�
�Yes! And we can go to the same school and walk around knowing we have this big secret. And we won�t tell anyone. Not even our boyfriends.�
�Deal?�
�Deal!�
They never said good-bye.
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