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Brit tany 

Driving up the lane, I can see Brittany waving from the front 

yard. She's my great-niece, a couple of generations removed by blood 

but closer to looking like me than my own children or grandchildren. 

Except for those brown eyes and a natural ease and effervescence. I 

have always either seized up in company or talked to cover my 

discomfort. E^rittany is eleven—not ten and not twelve—neither woman 

nor child. She is blond and perky and wears fashionable clothes, 

which seem her mother's idea because she never mentions them, and 

because she climbs barbed-wire fences in Guess .jeans and bundles 

blackberries in the tail of her Gap shirts. Today she is wearing blue 

denim overall shorts with a rose-plaid seersucker shirt. Her mother, 

a nurse, is at work and can't do much about Brittany shedding her 

shoes anywhere she takes a notion in my daddy's back—yard fields and 

pastures. Her toenails are painted pink, and her pretty feet are dirt 

p i ed. 

"Granny's gone and her quail's out," she says, meeting me at my 

car. "We gotta get em back in." 
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"Granny" is  my stepmother,  who ra ises quai l  for  p lantat ion 

bi rdshoots« When the plump, speckled b i rds reach f ly ing-s ize,  grown 

men set  them f ree to k i l l -  Br i t tany loves the quai l ,  but  accepts 

thei r  fate wi th a farmgir l?s understanding of  l i fe  and death -

Hie ing a whi te net  on a metal  pole toward the var ious 

outbui ld ings and b i rd pens on the south sect ion of  yard,  she leads me 

through heat  shimmering l ike gas fumes of f  the spot ty  grass and d i r t -

She stops and points to the hoop shade of  the pecan t ree at  the east  

end of  the f l ight  pen,  and I  spy about  a dozen bobbing heads 

camouf laged by dandel ions-  Br i t tany t ip toes f rom sun to shade and 

begins hazing them toward the hal f -acre pen,  covered top and s ides 

wi th chickenwire-  I t  is  bedded wi th br i l l iant  'whi te sand that  seems 

t  o d r  aw t  he sun -

The b i rds f lock toward the pen,  then separate as Br i t tany gets 

c loser .  Rais ing the net  overhead,  she spr ints and swoops i t  down over 

a s ingle b i rd,  and the others f lush wi th a whoosh ¥  f ly ing up,  over ,  

and around the pen- Feathers f lu t ter  in  the b lue sky and f loat  down 

l ike ash- Br i t tany squats wi th one gracefu l  tanned leg angled behind 

her and cups her le f t  hand over the net ted b i rd,  and wi th her r ight  

hand removes the b i rd f rom beneath the col lapsed net .  "Got  one,  Aunt  

Janice,"  she cal ls-  "Come take him to the pen-"  

Searching for  snakes in  the h igh grass,  I  walk over and take the 

cheeping b i rd in  both hands.  He is  warm and bony,  smel ls  fever ish-  I  

feel  h is  blood pulse-  His wings beat  against  the top of  my hands- I  

go to the f l ight  pen to set  h im f ree,  whi le Br i t tany wi th her net  

heads a long the nor th s ide,  in  hot  pursui t  of  another c lutch of  b i rds 

bunching a long the unpainted board at  the bot tom of  a chicken coon  
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w e s t  o f  t h e  p e n .  " A u n t  J a n i c e ,  h u r r y .  O n e ' s  s t a n d i n g  r i g h t  o v e r  t h e r e  

i n  t h e  c o r n e r . "  S h e  i s  a f t e r  t h e  b i g g e s t  c o v e y ,  c a n ' t  l e t  u p  t o  g o  

a f t e r  a  s i n g l e  q u a i l ,  b u t  c a n ' t  t a k e  h e r  e y e s  o f f  h i m  e i t h e r .  I  h u r r y  

s l o w l y  a l o n g  t h e  p e n ,  w h e r e  i n s i d e  h u n d r e d s  o f  b i r d s  m o v e  a n d  t u r n  

l i k e  p l o w e d  e a r t h .  T h e  a i r  s m e l l s  a c i d  a n d  r i p e .  F r o m  t h e  o p e n  f i e l d s  

'  o v e r  t h e  w i r e  f e n c e  c o m e  t h e  h r . h - t j h i t e  c a l l s  o f  f r e e d  q u a i l .  T h e y  a r e  

e v e r y w h e r e  a n d  n o w h e r e .  W h e n  I  g e t  t o  t h e  w e s t  e n d  o f  t h e  p e n ,  w i t h  

B r i t t a n y  o n  m y  r i g h t ,  h o v e r i n g  o v e r  t h e  f r a n t i c a l l y  c h i r p i n g  c o v e y ,  I  

s e e  g r a y  d i r t  a n d  b r o w n  w e e d s  w h e r e  t h e  w i r e  m e e t s  t i n ,  b u t  n o  b i r d .  

" W h e r e ,  B r i t t a n y ? "  I  a s k .  

" I n  f r o n t  o f  y o u ,  A u n t  J a n i c e .  G e t  h i m ! "  H e r  c o v e y  s p l i t s ,  a n d  

b i r d s  s p i r i t  e n d  t o  e n d  o f  t h e  b o a r d .  H e r  n e t  s w o o p s  t o  t h e  g r o u n d .  

G o t  o n e .  

F i n a l l y ,  I  s p o t  t h e  f a t ,  s u l l e n  q u a i l  i n  t h e  w e e d s ,  s t a r t  t o w a r d  

h i m ,  a n d  h e  f l i e s  u p .  G o n e .  B r i t t a n y ' s  f e e t  f l y .  D i r t - p i e d  w i t h  

p a i n t e d  p i n k  n a i l s .  

S h e ' s  a  s u n r a y .  S h e ' s  a s  c l o s e  t o  p e r f e c t  a s  I ' l l  e v e r  g e t .  


