Downriver

By Sharon Short

Now that I know I'm dying, I must decide what to do with the necklace.

It's a simple necklace, an amulet of tiger's eye quartz set on a gold star. The stone(smooth, oval, opaque brown with a golden-yellow stripe down its center—looks too heavy, too powerful for its fragile setting and thin chain.
I've always wondered if looking into a real tiger's eyes would be like looking at this stone, terrible yet captivating.

Two days ago—for the first time in fifty years—I pulled out the necklace from the bureau drawer where it was buried under piles of socks, shrouded in tissue paper crisp and yellow with age.

I wore the necklace to see Doctor Prichard Jr., as if it would finally bring me luck. He stared at the tiger's eye resting at my throat and told me I'm dying, that the treatments aren't working, the cancer has spread too far. At the outside I have a few months left.

"I'm sorry," he said, and then in the same breath, as if the comment grew naturally from the news of my coming death, "that's a pretty necklace..."

His father, Doctor Prichard, Sr., would have ignored Emily Reichert's necklace, would have looked me in the eye and said, "You're as good as dead, Rona."

And there'd have been a smile about his mouth, a gleam in his eye, saying—I'm glad you're dying; it should have been you, all those years ago, someone like you...

* * *
The men brought Emily Reichert from the river to our house and there Doc Prichard examined her body, laid out on the bed in Mama and Daddy's bedroom. Our house was chosen because it huddled up to the bend in the Sweetwater River.
There, everything got caught as it washed downriver—mostly waste from the Reichert Paper Mill in our town of Liberty, Ohio. The waste made the water a brown, frothy brew with the sickening odor of rotten eggs. On June 8, 1939, Emily's body was found floating in that foul water.

Emily—fifteen like me—had been missing for two days.

Some said she must have run off by herself; it was talked that she was having trouble with the harsh ways of her stepfather, George Reichert, ways he'd always used in his mill. Others said—more quietly—that Emily had a crush on one of the young mill workers, Harlan Sacks, and had run off with him. He'd been missing too, but then Harlan was known for going off to drink.

Whatever the reason, I was glad Emily was gone. I prayed that she'd never return.

I'd always been quiet, lost in my own fantasy world, awkward with relationships and usually unnoticed. Then Emily Reichert showed up, as beautiful and charming and strong as I'd never been. Emily and her mother were from another town and it was talked that they'd been as poor as the rest of us, until for some reason Mr. Reichert fell in love with Rose and took her and her daughter into a life of luxury. Years later I would wonder if Emily saw something in me—my shyness, my awkwardness—that reminded her of her old, poor, ordinary life.

Whatever the reason, she scorned me, made fun of my quiet, gawky ways, made the other kids laugh at me. Once she took the three shiny pennies my father had given me as a birthday gift, mocked them, then threw them at my feet and ground them into the dirt. Most of the other kids were as poor as me, but they laughed along with Emily anyway, because although she was mean to me, she was kind to other people and beautiful and rich.

* * *
I remember the moments right before they brought Emily's body to our house, as if those few moments were caught under glass, like butterflies pinned flat to a cloth.

It was summer, just after breakfast, already hot. My daddy and older brother were working at the mill. My two younger brothers had gone fishing, to a spot far upriver where the water was still clear and where great blue herons nested in the summer…
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