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ABSTRACT

This thesis is a collection of women’s voices and the stories they have to tell.  Though 

not all of them are told directly by the women themselves, their voices are at the center.  Many 

of the stories in this collection take place in or are connected to my hometown, Paris, Texas.    

Though I have not lived there for some time, Paris, Texas has come to have a tremendous 

influence on the landscape of my imagination, as has Florida, where I currently reside.  Paris, 

Texas is rich in beauty and charm, but most of all angst— at least for me.  I spent the majority of 

my time there trying to figure out who I was only to discover that leaving there would be the one 

thing that has shaped me the most.  The stories here deal primarily with this obsession with 

identity: searching, discovering, and asserting it.  But as I hope these stories may show, and as I 

have learned, we are not stagnant creatures and our identity is a continual process rather than a 

fixed goal.  My thesis is a collection of women coming to terms with this process.

vi



THE PARIS NEWS

My mother sent me the clipping, or the newspaper, rather, from which I could take my 

own clipping.  It lay folded on the aluminum desk in my room almost the whole eight months I 

spent in Florida twenty years ago.  Below the article banning all Cuban products and beside the 

announcement of Marilyn Monroe’s overdose, I saw the picture when she sent it.  It was my 

high school senior picture taken in May of 1962, just a few months before.  I was smiling that 

fake smile my mother had taught me and warned me about at the same time.  My hair was perfect 

and my cap fit neatly cocked above my brow.  “Harriet Leigh” was below my picture and above 

it the headline read “Local Waitress Awarded Scholarship to Florida Women’s Seminary,” which 

was only partly true.  I found that the truth lay in the words that weren’t said.

Take Florida.  It was cold.  I thought Florida was warm, sunny, by the beach.  It was 

winter, and there was no beach in sight.  There were only sandy washboard roads, overgrown 

vines, mosquitoes and trees with gray moss draping from them like ghosts.  They said this was 

the Real Florida, the lush, wet, green Florida no one tells you about.  It was not the Florida or the 

Seminary, for that matter, from the brochure I’d picked up from the sweet old couple in town for 

the tent revival.  

I’d been their waitress at the Cajun Moon.  They’d said I could get a scholarship and earn 

a degree to do the Lord’s work.  They told me that the Lord was what I really needed in my life.  

I was overjoyed and entranced by the brochure with the young woman in a cap and gown, her 

diploma tucked under one arm, smiling in front of a large brick building just at the edge of a sandy 

path to the beach, palm trees everywhere.  

The truth is I never found that building.  And I never found any woman around there 

smiling, save Connie and me alone in our rooms.  The truth was that the women came all solemn 

and gray, like the moss on the trees, and they left thinner, grayer and with a look of emptiness 

about them.  The truth was that the young women were there because they were in trouble, like 

me.  I’d cried to the old couple in the restaurant even before I’d told my parents I was pregnant 

and they told me about this place, this Seminary, where I could go and have the baby, that the 

people there would make sure it was adopted to a good family.  It was just perfect, I’d thought, 

while my boss with his greased-back hair stared me down, attempting to scare me on to the next 
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table.   No one in town would even have to know, I’d thought, and I was more than ready to 

leave that job.  But the Seminary there in that gaudy part of Florida was not the refuge I’d hoped 

for.  The clergy at the Seminary spoke to us like dirty souls in need of a good cleansing.  We did, 

but we were mostly alone in our trouble.  And I don’t think that was what the Lord intended.

No, it was not what I imagined.  Just like Paris, Texas, “The Best Small Town in Texas,” 

was not the home I wished to run from.   And though I was miserable at the Seminary,  I didn’t 

miss my parents’ screaming and my brother’s sulking.  I didn’t miss the lies my mother told to 

our neighbors, our church, our friends.  I didn’t miss the lies everyone believed about the town, 

about my family, about me.  Though I was cold and claustrophobic in my little dorm room, I 

didn’t even miss the sunsets like great big scoops of ice cream melting across the wide open sky.  

I didn’t miss the fountain on the deserted downtown square, all white and regal, even when 

Jackson, my boyfriend, and his buddies poured bath bubbles in it and it foamed over, the bubbles 

and water running down the steps and into the grass.  And I didn’t miss the rocket at the park, 

where Jackson and I kissed for the first time.  

The rocket had just been painted and we left with red paint on our clothes to match the 

raw skin on our faces.  This is not where I got into trouble, though I am sure my mother believes 

it is as she forbade me to ever go there again.  She also called Jackson a pervert and told him to 

never set foot in our house again.   It was in July that I got pregnant, and it was in my parents’ 

house, under my mother’s and father’s roof, and in my own bed.  If my mother knew the truth 

about that she probably would forbid me to ever set foot in the house again, too.  

The truth was Jackson and I had been together for two years and it was on our 

anniversary.  We had been necking, heavy petting is what my mother called it when she warned 

me about boys, and I had been holding out for something a little more from Jackson before we 

went any farther.  That night, July 4, 1962, in my bedroom with the little pink roses on the 

curtains and the bedspread, Jackson gave me the ring I thought I had yearned for so long.  It was 

in a little green felt box and he was on his knees as he handed it to me.  But he was not proposing, 

he made that clear, it was only a promise ring.

“I promise that I will always love you,” he said, obviously uncomfortable on his knees 

looking up into my face. “But it will be a long time before we can get married. I hope this will 

tide you over.”  My heart sank, but he grinned that grin I fell in love with back when I was just a 

Sophomore and he was a Junior.  His little mustache was finally coming in smoothly and it was 
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soft and tickled my lip when I kissed him and took the box into my own hands.  He did not slide 

the ring onto my finger like I had wanted; the box wasn’t even open when it left his hands and 

landed in mine.

I opened the box, and he stood up, looking over me.  His hands were on his hips, fingers 

latched at the edge of his pockets, as proud as could be.  As I gasped, appropriately, at the sight 

of the dainty little gold ring with the tiny diamond specks in the shape of a rose, I saw us 

together, years from then but still young, still beautiful, running around the yard with a couple of 

kids trailing behind.  Then he started in on my neck.  His lips were coarse and wet, and I shrugged 

my shoulders long enough to get the ring on my left ring finger and look at it before he was on top 

of me on my bed.  

He kissed me hard on the lips, then soft, then hard again and I could feel him already 

rising between my legs.  He unbuttoned my blouse and fumbled with the latch on my bra. When 

he touched my breasts I felt a bolt of excitement flush over me like a hot blush.  Then it seemed 

like only seconds before we were both naked, and he was inside me.  The muscles in his chest and 

arms were flexed and I grabbed onto them tight.  There was a strand of hair that fell onto his 

forehead.  It was so cute I wanted to touch it, but right then he let out a groan and lowered 

himself flat on top of me.  It was short, but it was sweet.  Jackson held me tight for a long time 

after.   

I  pulled the blankets up to my chin and kissed him on his chest and he loosened his 

grasp.  Jackson rolled over onto his back, breathing heavy, sweating.  He looked good, tan, 

muscular, but all I could think was, it’s not that hot.  It was kinda cool actually in my room and 

my privates, that weren’t so private anymore, stung and burned like the time I had a bladder 

infection at Girl Scout Camp.  I wanted to cup it in my hands and hold it, guard it, but I wanted 

more than anything for Jackson to hold me again, wrap his arms around me and just hold me there 

until I felt better.  Instead he kissed me quickly on the lips, pulled on his pants, dug out his pack 

of smokes and lit two, handing me one.

“You’ve got to have a smoke after that.” He was smug, but still grinning that grin.  I took 

it and smoked it, down to the filter, and looked at the ring sparkle as I moved my hand to and 

from my lips with the cigarette.  I could see our wedding, him in a tux that fit, not like the one he 

wore to our prom, and me in long flowing white lace, flowers everywhere.

The next week I didn’t get my period, or the next or the next.  Jackson offered to marry 
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me then, but it was like an afterthought, and he was devastated really, because he wanted to 

enroll in college classes that summer after having worked all year to save money.  I felt like I had 

let him down, like I had somehow made it happen with all my wishful dreaming of us together, 

the happily married couple.  And I really didn’t want to get married right then any more than he 

did.  I didn’t want to have a baby either.  I was only eighteen.  So I let him go.  I found the 

Seminary on my own, got the scholarship and left town that September.  It was a few days after 

I’d been interviewed by The Paris News when my boss had called and suggested it to them, for 

free publicity I’m sure.  But later when I’d been there only a month and just turned nineteen, I 

wasn’t so sure I’d made the right decision, about not getting married, about the baby, about 

everything.  

Connie moved into my room in late October when I was feeling more alone than I had 

ever felt.  Jackson hadn’t written in over two weeks, since my birthday, and my parents only 

sent a monthly care package with snack foods, soft drinks and pamphlets about the horrible 

things teens get themselves into, though they themselves had little room to criticize.  They were 

afraid I’d been a bad influence on my little brother, but I worried more about their influence than 

mine.  

The walls, the white painted cinder block walls, were making a monotonous crawl toward 

me in my little dorm room.  Or maybe it was just my swelling with pregnancy.   I was only four 

months along, but I could see it everywhere, even in my face.  The baby inside me was so much a 

part of me I couldn’t bear to think about giving it up as I smoothed my blouse down over my 

rounded belly.  Before Connie came, my baby was the only one I talked to and I talked to her all 

the time. 

Connie came in right after Chapel on a Friday night, though her things had been there for a 

week.  She had almost changed her mind, thought about not having the baby.  I hadn’t considered 

you could do such a thing.

“Yeah, sweetie, it’s called an abortion and doctors do it all the time if you pay them 

enough cash.” She sounded so reasonable, so nonchalant, it gave me the creeps but intrigued me at 

the same time. “But I decided that someone out there must want a little baby, and I can give it to 

them.”  Her voice was a little lower, a little shaky when she said this, and I knew that this wasn’t 

going to be any easier for her than it was for me.

When Connie walked in that night her dyed blonde hair was in an almost beehive and her 
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skirt just a little too short.  But the funny thing was, even dressed like that, she had a boyish look 

to her, thin and angular, with a sharp jaw and a solid stance.  Oh, she looked prim and proper 

enough to get by the desk inspection, but that slight edge to her made me look at her differently.  

I was soon to discover that she looked at me differently too.  When we were alone in our room 

just an hour before lights out she started unpacking, and I could not believe my eyes.  She had 

two dress suits, for chapel and class.  She also had a skirt that was so short I couldn’t see how 

she could ever sit down in it and a top you could almost see through.  But this wasn’t the most 

surprising. The most surprising was the pants she pulled out all pressed stiff as a board, not your 

brother’s or your dad’s denim hand-me-downs, but honest to goodness dress pants, like ones 

Jackson wore, and a jacket to match.  She even had a tie and a man’s dress shirt.  Had I known 

what all she had in there I would have surely snuck a peek before she arrived instead of sitting 

there staring at it all week.

“Why do you have some guy’s clothes with you?  Are you planning on running away 

with your boyfriend or something?”  I had to know what this was about, as inconsiderate as it 

sounded.

Connie just laughed. “I don’t have a boyfriend, Harriet, never have and never will.”

I did not understand what she was saying and couldn’t imagine how she could end up like 

me without a boyfriend. “Well, how did you, you know, get knocked up and all?”  I was trying 

to sound cool, but those words came out of me sounding as horrible as they had when my father 

had used them.   

I had told my parents the truth, the truth they needed to know, that I was pregnant but 

was going away to this Seminary to have the baby and then give it up.  My father had been 

sitting on the back porch, hidden from the neighbors by the great big pine trees that lined our 

yard, a beer in one hand and a cigarette in the other.  As soon as the words left my mouth he 

promptly tossed the cigarette and grabbed me by my hair and slung me from one end of the yard 

to the other.  No one in the neighborhood could see this or my little brother hiding and pouting in 

the yard.  No one heard my mama crying and screaming on the steps for him to stop.  No one but 

us.  He yelled back at my mother, “Mavis, you just shut your trap.  If she wasn’t a spoiled 

rotten little whore she wouldn’t have gotten herself knocked up!” At this my mother got up and 

went into the house to mix another martini, and I just sat there and cried until my father had worn 

himself out.  It was the worst thing that could happen to me, I thought, but I was ashamed that I 
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thought so after what Connie told me. 

Connie stopped digging around in her suitcase and looked at me.  Her brow was all 

crinkled up like she would cry, but she didn’t. “Listen, there are just some things I’d rather not 

discuss, but if you must know, I was raped.  I don’t even know the slime bag that ‘knocked me 

up’ as you say.”  She turned her back to me, and instantly I felt embarrassed.  I decided not to 

ask any more questions, but she went on anyway.  With her back still turned she described how 

the boy with stained denim pants and a dirty white t-shirt had followed her out of a bar.  He’d 

called out to her, but she kept walking faster and faster until he caught up with her and grabbed 

her by the hair. He had spit in her face and then slobbered across it.  Everything about him had 

been grimy, and Connie had squirmed and tried to push him away.  She turned to face me then 

and she had gone pale,   “His grip on my hair and then around my waist had me pinned.  He was 

on top of me and started hitting me before he ripped through my clothes.  There was nothing I 

could do. After he knocked me across the jaw I didn’t fight back any more.  I didn’t move.”  He’d 

been a skinny man but leaner than Connie. She could feel the ripping and the asphalt grinding into 

her skin, but she didn’t scream.  When he finished, he stood over her and shook his head.  She lay 

there, shaking and bleeding until she heard more people leaving the bar.  Connie wrapped her torn 

clothes around her and ran away, back to her car, and then home.  

She sat down with a sigh when she finished.  “I never even went to the police.”  She 

looked up at me then, but I couldn’t respond.  I felt frozen from the shock of hearing it all and 

didn’t know what to say. 

Connie looked down at the floor in the silence and then stood up, took up the clothes she 

was unpacking before and went on like it was nothing. “And these clothes are mine,” Connie was 

matter of fact, and to the point.  She hung the suit up in the closet and just then she took that 

beehive down off her head.  It was a wig!  Underneath, her hair was short, dark and slicked back 

to the base of her head. 

I must have had an awful look on my face, because when Connie turned around she 

started reassuring me, “Don’t worry, I’m not some weirdo.  Short hair is in, you’ll see.  And I 

stole the clothes from my old boss.  Let’s just say it’s just for fun, or for protection, or whatever 

makes you feel better.”

“Oh, I don’t care, really.”  I lied.  The whole thing made me a little uneasy, a little scared. 

But it fascinated me all the same. And though I ducked my head, I couldn’t help but watch her. 
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“Here, let me show you. It’s like playing dress up.”  She pulled on the jacket and grabbed 

a hat from her bag. It was an old fedora with felt trim around the top.  She posed in front of the 

mirror pulling the hat down over her brow and then turned to find me still staring.  She grinned 

and then strutted across the room like an exaggerated version of a businessman's stride.  She 

pulled out a cigarette and let it hang in her mouth without lighting it.

I giggled and she tossed me her hat.

“Haven’t you ever wondered what it would be like to be able to go around like a man?  

Do whatever you wanted, without question?”  

I shrugged my shoulders, but the truth was that the thought had never crossed my mind.  

I had never considered the possibility.  But being at the Seminary, the very fact that I was there, 

was starting to show me that had I been, my life might be easier.  I put on the hat and stood in 

front of the mirror beside Connie.  I looked ridiculous.  My hair flipped out on both sides and my 

face was entirely too small for the hat.  It took over my whole head.  I handed it back to Connie 

and sat back down on the bed to watch her put on the rest of the suit.   

This is what we would do every night.  She would take off her wig and put on that suit, 

and we would smoke cigarettes, giggling, until lights out.  She wore that outfit every night until 

the buttons would no longer clasp on the pants and it was too much trouble to tie the tie.  But 

oddly enough, this outfit was not Connie’s most prized possession.  She pulled a small lamp 

from one of her suitcases that first night and placed it like a trophy on the stand beside her bed. 

“Bought that with my own money,” she boasted as she brushed away the dust.  It was 

ceramic and in the shape of two Siamese cats, one standing, the other snuggled up to it.  Both 

were a smoky white with little blue jewels for eyes.  The light bulb was behind their backs, the 

switch at the rear. “I call them Addy and Elle.”   Connie had lots of things with this Siamese cat 

theme, little figurines, an alarm clock, even a telephone, but this was what she was most proud 

of. 

Connie was a month ahead of me in her pregnancy but was only showing a hair when she 

got to the Seminary.  She wouldn’t show all that much, as it turned out, even when she was about 

to deliver.  She was still tall and slender, just looked like she swallowed a small kick ball.  We 

became fast friends, and soon I had forgotten all about Jackson. When he did write, I wrote short, 

hurried notes back.  Connie and I went to class together, sat together in chapel and even chose to 
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have our meals in our room so we could talk.  We shared everything, and sometimes she would 

beg me to read the few letters I received from home.

“Come on, Harriet,  I never get letters.  Read me yours.  Besides I want to know what it’s 

like in Paris, Texas,” she’d say and I’d give in.  She rolled her eyes at Jackson’s sentimental 

apologies for what I “must be going through” without him and giggled at the little Eiffel Tower 

insignia at the top of the front page beside The Paris News written out like a scroll when I 

showed her the article my mother had sent me.  My parents still sent care packages, and we 

ripped through them together, tossing the pamphlets and gorging ourselves on the cookies or 

brownies my mother had baked for me.  Inevitably there would be a newspaper or a woman’s 

magazine in the mix and we would flip through the gossip and society pages and dream of hosting 

our own Sunday brunches with wild jell-o fruit molds and Bloody Marys.  Connie never received 

anything from home, no care packages, no letters, no postcards.

She was from Nebraska, or somewhere in the Midwest, but was headed for California 

next, she said.  Her parents were farmers, and their parents before them and so on.  When she 

told me this I pictured her out in the fields, her sleeves rolled up and a hoe in her hands, the 

wheat whispering around her.  But she was bound and determined, she said, not to be “barefoot 

and pregnant” and stuck on a farm in the middle of nowhere.  She taught me how to count back 

money, from a hundred on down, right into the hand, so that if I did go back to my waitressing 

job I might get to run the register, move up or something.  She’d had a job at a bank for a long 

time, since sixteen.  She was twenty then and hadn’t wanted to give it up but knew she had to get 

out of town quick before she ended up never going.

“Like me,” I said all perky and happy that we had more in common than being in trouble. 

“I couldn’t stand the suffocating stench of my father’s beer and my mother’s kitchen one more 

minute.  I had to git.”  Connie laughed at anything southern that came out of my mouth.  

“Girl, you take the cake, you know it,” she’d always say that like I was some kind of 

anomaly, but I enjoyed whatever attention she gave me, even if it did make me a little uneasy.  

I looked up into her dark eyes, her deep red lips pursing out below and thought with a 

glazed excitement about what it would be like if we were in California instead of in the Seminary 

in Florida, what it would be like to be on our own together.  I wondered what it would be like to 

touch her, just once.  I thought about just running my fingers over her face and down her neck. 

Then I jolted back into reality and remembered that that glow she had about her was probably 
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just because of the baby she had inside her, and I looked down at my own stomach swelling out 

so far I couldn’t even see my feet when I stood up.  And I felt so guilty in chapel, sitting beside 

her, my palms sweating, knowing that the Lord was staring down at me, shaking his head in 

disgust.  I knew that I was a sinner, in every way imaginable, and that I’d surely burn in hell.  

Those scowls from the clergy and their words of the Lord’s judgment were starting to sink in.  I 

wasn’t saved back then. I didn’t know the Lord in my own heart, but I felt the guilt all the same.  

And I thought Connie felt the same guilt.  I saw her go up to the altar, night after night, 

kneel and cross her chest the way Catholics do and just pray and pray until her eyes were red 

with tears.  But it wasn’t over me she was praying; she had no guilt about that.  That December, 

after we’d been there a good three months together is when it happened.  It was so cold we could 

almost see our breath in the night air.  It was an hour after lights out, and I thought Connie was 

asleep when I came back from the bathroom and piled the blankets back on top of me.

“Harriet,” she whispered, and I could tell she’d been crying. “Harriet, you know I think 

we’d be warmer if we were in the same bed.”

Before I could answer she was up out of her own bed and tiptoeing across the room to 

mine.  We wiggled into that little twin bed like it was made for the both of us, big bellies and all, 

and then she put her arms around me.  “Just like sisters,” she said into my ear but I was rolling 

toward her at that very moment and her lips were on mine before I knew what was happening. 

They were so soft and smooth.  I kissed her back and felt an immediate throbbing like I’d never 

even felt with Jackson.  I didn’t stop to imagine where we’d be years from that moment, I just 

felt that moment, her arms around me, her lips on mine.  We kissed and kissed and then 

something awful happened.  I saw my mother’s face, its astonished look of hurt and 

disappointment.  I saw my father’s angry hand whip across my cheek.  And then I saw my little 

brother’s eyes, frightened and alone, watching from behind the shrub.  When I came back to my 

senses Connie was touching me, all over, her hands rounding my smooth taut breasts and belly.  

As much as I wanted to touch her back, as much as I wanted to show her that I felt the same, I 

could see the clergy shaking their heads in disgust, and I couldn’t let it go any further.  I grabbed 

her hand and said, “No, we have to stop,” but I didn’t want her to leave my bed.  I let her pull me 

close to her and rest her head beside mine on the pillow.  We fell asleep together, holding each 

other tight, breathing heavy and sweating under all those blankets.  And that’s when I began to 

laugh at the truth claimed in that article about me from The Paris News that my mother had sent 
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me after I first went into the Seminary.  

Connie and I never slept alone again until we were both about to pop and could barely 

sleep in our own beds, much less next to each other.  It was getting warmer then, and we were 

getting closer and closer to each other and to delivering our babies.  Neither one of us spoke much 

about what was going to happen when the time came; neither one of us really knew what to 

expect.  We doodled names we thought our children should have even though they were going to 

live with someone else, and we dreamed about what their lives would be like with these other 

people.  But we never could imagine what our lives would be like afterwards, after the babies, 

after each other.  It was something that neither one of us wanted to face. And then it was time 

and we had to face it; we had to face it all.  

Connie went into labor first, being a little ahead of me in her pregnancy, and she woke me 

up in the dead of night, sweating and tearful, her breathing rapid and shallow.

“Harriet, he’s coming, he’s ready,” she said in a loud whisper.  She’d always known it 

was a boy, she said, from the very beginning, and she wanted him to be called Todd, though she 

knew the family that got him would change it.  “At least it will be on his first birth certificate,” 

she’d said with pride.  I had never quite found a name I wanted to stick with for my baby and I 

had no idea whether it was a boy or girl.

I jumped out of bed and kissed her, like I was the happy father or something, and 

gathered her things.  She sat on the edge of the bed and called the operator at the desk downstairs 

who had a wheelchair and two orderly looking men at our door in five minutes.  They wouldn’t 

let me go with her, and there wasn’t even time to say goodbye before they wheeled her away.  I 

sat in the dark, awake, all that night.  I was excited about the baby, though I knew it would be 

gone as soon as it was born.  And I was excited for Connie, that she’d be able to leave this place, 

even though I knew I’d be left there alone.  The loneliness didn’t set in until a few days later.

They wouldn’t let me near her after the baby was born.  They said it would be too much 

stress for her, but I think they just didn’t want me to know what I was about to experience 

myself.  I just sat there wide awake thinking about her alone in the infirmary.  I still felt guilty 

about her, about everything.  The Lord was working in me, and I knew I needed to get back on 

the right track.  I just didn’t know how to put the feelings aside, and I was beginning to think 

more and more about the baby rolling around in my belly, about how it was conceived in sin, 

harbored in lust.  But I wanted my baby to know that I would miss it when it was gone.  Just like 
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I would miss Connie.

I was already missing her and knew I had to go see her or I would worry myself to death. 

So a few nights after she left my room I decided to sneak in to the infirmary after hours.  It was 

almost two in the morning and pitch black the whole way there.  In the infirmary, the moon 

shone through the window by her bed.  Everything in the room seemed white or metal, sterile and 

cold.  The bed frame was silver and rickety, and Connie was tucked in tight with a white woven 

blanket.  I could see her there, crying in the dark.  She was gaunt, flushed and looked frightened 

almost to death.  She spoke in sobs so it was hard to understand what she was saying, but I got 

that she was glad that I came and that they wouldn’t let her hold her baby son before they took 

him away.  It would only make it harder, they told her, though they did allow her to give him the 

name.

“But I couldn’t even hear him crying. I don’t even know if he was alive,”  she said 

through her sobs.  I held her hand in mine and she pulled me down to her face and kissed me there 

in that dark room with all those empty beds.  I cried too and she pulled me closer until I was in 

bed beside her. 

“I don’t want to hurt you, Con,” I said and tried to ease down beside her. She winced but 

then kissed me again harder.  I wanted to tell her that I was sorry, sorry that I hadn’t been there 

for her the way she wanted me to be.  But it was already over, I could feel it, and it didn’t need 

saying.  Connie knew how I felt.  She’d seen my face weeks ago when we’d wake up together, 

and I would bolt upright out of bed and start praying.  But I hoped she also knew how I felt 

about her.

“You never forget me, ok? And promise me he’ll be ok, right? It’s the right thing, huh?”  

She was pleading with those dark teary eyes and I nodded.  “You are so much stronger than me,” 

she said and rested her head between my shoulder and neck.

Though she’d said that before I could never understand it really.  She’d seemed so strong, 

so full of will until that very moment, and I knew what she had been crying about at the altar 

every night.  No, she never felt guilty about us, but that baby, it hurt her so bad.  I don’t think 

she could ever be the same after that.  Lying there that night, in that sterile room, I cried until my 

eyes were dry as a bone.  When I thought she had fallen asleep, I left her and walked back to the 

dorm, alone with my baby for what would be the last of just a few more weeks.  When I ran my 

hand over my stomach, it kicked and I wished Connie were there to feel it.  But she wasn’t and 
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wouldn’t be there when the baby was born.  She seemed so far from me then, farther than even 

after she was gone.  

I saw her again when she packed her bags to go, and her eyes were so distant and 

distracted it broke my heart.  She didn’t even put on her beehive wig, but dressed in one of those 

skimpy little skirts she hadn’t worn the whole time we were there and strode out like a 

bombshell with slicked back hair.  

I hadn’t noticed that she’d left the lamp behind until she was in the cab and already 

halfway to the airport.  But when I picked it up it had a note folded neatly underneath.  

“You deserve this and so much more.  I’ll never forget you.  Thank you for keeping me 

warm.  Love, Connie.” 

My baby was born two days later after only four hours of labor.  I had learned from 

Connie not to call them too quick, as they would use you as a pin cushion.  I delivered a beautiful 

baby girl.  I didn’t get to hold her either, but they let me look at her.  Her hair was dark and slick, 

and I knew right away that her name would be Connie.  As they took her away I was somehow 

comforted by this and slept for the next three days.

When I woke up, I knew Connie was gone, both of them, and I wanted them back.  I had 

an eerie emptiness creeping over me.  I ran my hands over my stomach where my baby had been, 

and I cried at its slack flatness.  I felt that I had thrust her, both of them really, out into the world 

unprotected, and I was ashamed that they would never know how much I wanted them.  I was 

ashamed that they were out there somewhere without me and ashamed that I could never give 

them, either of them, the love I wanted to.  

“You go on home and you marry that Jackson, or whoever it is you fall in love with next. 

You show your parents what you’re made of.”  I imagined Connie whispering to me like she’d 

done so many nights before.  So I took a deep breath and pulled myself out of that bed and out of 

that infirmary.  I packed up everything I’d brought with me, along with the lamp Connie had 

given me.  But the newspaper article that lay on my desk all those months in Florida was gone.  

I’d seen Connie reading it over again one night after I’d turned out the light over my own 

bed and she was still in hers.  She didn’t know I saw her run her hand over my senior picture, like 

I wasn’t there.  And I think she read every word on that page.  I am sure the article gave the 

account of me meeting the nice old couple at the Cajun Moon, their offering me a place at the 

Seminary, scholarship included, because I had appeared so full of the love of God.  It probably 
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even included that phony description I’d handed the paper about the couple’s RV with 

“Heaven’s Breeze” airbrushed across the back and my account of Florida, the “best beaches in 

the world,”  I’d read somewhere before I left.  I’m sure it told about how proud my parents had 

been, and how sad my slimy boss had been to see me go.   How I had a higher calling and all.  

And I have to laugh to think about it even now, though I know it’s wicked to deceive.  

Jackson was waiting at the bus stop when I arrived.  He was dressed in his best suit, his 

hair freshly cut and sharp on the ends.  He had a bouquet of white roses that he thrust into my 

arms and then kissed me long and hard.  I was stiff, but I kissed him back.  He had the newspaper 

in his hands where there was a new article about me returning from the Seminary. It said that I 

had done well in all my classes, a model student and devoted to the Lord’s work.  It said I’d 

earned a certificate and that I would be working with young girls in trouble over at the women’s 

youth center.  He handed it to me, proud he had smoothed over the whole of the previous year, 

erased it really, and he was ready to forget, ready to believe the lies he had told them.  I took the 

article from him and smiled, but I was thinking of Connie.  I could see her hovering over the 

article under the dim light of the cat lamp, her sharp jaw moving with the words as she read.  
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DINNER DATE

Sheryl Jones has a date tonight. She can’t remember the last time she went on a real date 

with dinner included.  She sits on her porch in a sticky wooden rocking chair and rocks with a 

jerking urgency.  The Florida heat is wetter than the heat in Texas, Sheryl thinks, but hot all the 

same, and she is drawn to this heat, its heavy dampness.  She feels like the live oaks that 

surround her, wide and shadowy, draped with Spanish moss like pieces of a lace shawl.  She 

grips the arm rests of the chair and leans forward.  The old woman down the street stands in her 

white cotton nightgown over a mound of red ants.  The old woman pours a pot of boiling water 

on top of them in a careful, precise stream, so that she does not get splattered or stung. The 

steam rises around her body but does not leave. It hangs in a cloud around her head, mixing with 

her messy bun of gray hair.  Sheryl tries to imagine the old woman dressed for a date, her hair 

done up, her best dress flowing over her knees, but the images will not come.  The hair is all 

wrong.  The dress is not the right color.  The old woman is alone, like me, Sheryl thinks, because 

she doesn’t know how to dress for a date.  Sheryl has never lived alone this long before.  

The phone, an old phone strung out to the porch on a long line, rings, clanging in Sheryl’s 

ear.  It’s Kyle, her ex-husband, calling to ask if she has seen his gray flannel with the sleeves cut 

off. 

“I’ve got a date tonight,” Sheryl tells him when he asks how she is doing, “an almost blind 

date, really.” 

“It’s time you went on a casual date, Sheryl,” he says, being unusually sympathetic. 

“You know, you’re a serial monogamist. You’ve hopped from one ‘serious relationship’ to the 

next since you were eighteen,” Kyle drones into the phone. “You decide you like their smile or 

their taste in music and then jump in the sack and move in.” 

Sheryl wants to protest, remind him that she hasn’t lived with anyone in well over a year, 

no one since Alice.  Sheryl met Alice in the middle of their divorce, at a bar she went to with a 

friend.  They never went out on a date.  Alice came over to Sheryl’s apartment and cooked.  Alice 

gave Sheryl droves of her attention and fed her broccoli almost everyday.  Sheryl had never seen a 

woman eat so much broccoli.  She had never seen a woman look so good eating broccoli.  It was 

never in her teeth.  Her face was always freshly steamed and crisp.  Her breasts plump and 
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round, without the slope Sheryl saw when she looked down at her own.  Alice moved in within a 

week and stayed with Sheryl until she no longer thought about Kyle, or any man, until she only 

thought about Alice and her broccoli.  

Sheryl doesn’t want to talk about Alice and knows that Kyle probably doesn’t either.  

“Maybe I am a serial monogamist, whatever that means.  But it’s just a date,” and she adds to 

make things clear, “with a woman I met at the supermarket.  I don’t plan on moving in with 

anyone anytime soon.”

“Are you sure about that? I bet you ten to one she shows up in a truck fully loaded with 

boxes and suitcases.”  Kyle laughs hard into the phone and Sheryl holds it away from her ear.  

Kyle does not ask about the woman Sheryl is going out with tonight.  She knows that it’s 

because he does not really want to know.  When Sheryl pulls the phone back to her ear Kyle is 

going on about the right length of time you should date casually, then exclusively, before making a 

commitment. “That’s how you build a relationship, how to work towards commitment, 

something I’m not sure you’ve ever really understood.”  Kyle had casually dated several women 

in college, and then Sheryl came along and threw him for a loop, rerouted the plan he’d mapped 

out for himself.  “I just don’t want you to end up alone because you don’t know how to handle a 

real relationship.”

Sheryl wants to scream into the phone, tell him that commitment isn’t some meticulously 

fulfilled goal to achieve by mathematical formula, but all she can think to say is, “Being alone 

isn’t that bad.  It’s not like I can get married to a woman anyway, legally.  Even if it was legal, I 

don’t want to end up trapped in a miserable marriage like my mom and dad were for twenty 

years just to save face.”  Sheryl twists the phone cord around her arm and watches the veins in 

her arm swell.  She wishes she hadn’t said that.

“Oh, Sheryl, you don’t mean that. What a terrible way to think, and just before a date. 

Besides, you can get married, you could have one of those commitment ceremonies.  And your 

parents’ marriage was not that bad.”  This is something they have always disagreed on.  Kyle 

was never privy to the real fights her parents had, the fights they were too mad to have behind 

their bedroom door when she lived at home, fights that would last for days.  “They just didn’t 

want to make it work. They didn’t try,” he says in almost a whimper and Sheryl knows he isn’t 

really talking about her parents anymore.

Sheryl doesn’t reply.  She shakes her head, though she knows Kyle can’t see her, and  
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finds a way to get off the phone. “Kyle, let me go look for that shirt, and I’ll call you if I find it,” 

she says and hangs up.

 She is sweating.  She can feel the glare of the sun creeping onto the porch and wishes the 

overhang were a little wider, that there were fans above her head.  Sheryl remembers being 

married to Kyle with a disdain she found difficult to explain even to her parents.  “You two are 

so compatible,” Mrs. Jones would say.  To this Sheryl could only shrug and suggest that might 

have been the problem.  Whenever she sees an old picture of her and Kyle, she wonders why 

they weren’t both wearing matching prison stripes.  Kyle was a muscular man, the exact same 

height as Sheryl, with brown hair and an equal amount of casual and evening wear.  They’d met 

on a cruise and found that they actually lived only fifty miles apart, less than an hour drive.  

They only had one real date and then Sheryl was staying over for the weekend, the week.  They 

bought a house, moved in, got married, all in less than two years.  Kyle liked to cook on the grill 

and helped Sheryl do the dishes.  He took out the trash every week on the same day, before it 

overfilled or smelled.  He walked the dog, put up some of the laundry and only begged for sex 

once a week.  He never ate broccoli.

Kyle was a quiet man.  But during the divorce he broke down several times, especially 

after Sheryl met Alice, and cried, “You just aren’t attracted to me anymore, are you?” or when he 

was mad, “It’s because I don’t have a pair of tits, right?”  He told her, though, that he really 

didn’t think he had a right to say anything about her sexuality.  He was just going to give up.  

They only spoke occasionally now, though he was still in close contact with her parents.  He still 

lived near her home town, where the prairies are only broken by lines of thin trees and the round 

lights that hover like saucers over the overpass toward town.  The last time she saw him, Kyle 

was sitting on their living room floor rolling a joint.  His eyes were glazed, puffy red, though still 

questioning, when she stood in the doorway with the last box.  The air was hot and dry at her 

back and she wanted to close the door, go back inside, tell him she was sorry, tell him something.  

But Sheryl didn’t have any answers.  Instead she closed the door behind her and piled the boxes 

in her trunk.  The sun covered the entire sky and it was blinding her, beating into her skin even 

inside the car as she drove away.  She really could not agree with him on his insights.  She could 

see that he was a good looking man, attractive, and at times she was attracted to him.  She 

definitely couldn’t explain Alice and their relationship.  What would she talk about— broccoli?    
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Sheryl hasn’t eaten broccoli in over a year.  The woman she will go out with tonight is a 

meat eater, though Sheryl has never seen her eat.  She knows this because the woman’s incisor 

teeth are like razors.  She knows this because this is how they met, in a supermarket, when the 

woman bit Sheryl.  The woman was crouched down beside the canned peas and Sheryl was in a 

rush to get her shopping done and go home.  She was looking at her list when she reached down 

to get a can.  Without even noticing she reached right over the woman’s shoulder, right across the 

woman’s face.  The woman’s mouth was open, and Sheryl’s arm grazed between her teeth so 

abruptly the woman’s only response was to bite down.  They had both been startled and 

Sheryl’s arm was already bruising.  The woman pressed her cold hands gently on Sheryl’s arm.  

She had slick, smooth hair, but her eyes were warm, black with tiny specks of brown.  They both 

apologized, laughed and, between blushes, exchanged phone numbers.  

Sheryl rubbed the bruised tracks on her arms for two days, even in her sleep.  She woke 

up the second night and found her arm covered in yellows and blues.  She stopped rubbing them.  

She didn’t call the woman.  She didn’t even remember her name. 

A week later the woman called Sheryl. 

“It’s Vicky. You remember, from the supermarket? You tried to attack me. I bit you?”  

Her voice was as sharp as her teeth.  She laughed a confident laugh.

Sheryl remembered the woman.  She could still see the bite marks.  She didn’t tell the 

woman this, only affirmed her questions.

“So how about a date, let me make it up to you?” Vicky sounded a little less confident 

with this question, and Sheryl was relieved.

That was yesterday and they agreed to go out tonight.  Sheryl rocks again in her sticky 

chair.  She tries to picture Vicky’s face, her cheeks, her lips, but all she can remember are her 

teeth.  She hopes Vicky’s lips will be a relief from the pain her teeth caused, but she is leery.  She 

releases her hands from the arm rests of the sticky chair and rubs her arm where the bite is.  

The old woman in the white nightgown walks all the way to the end of the street and 

stops right in front of Sheryl’s house.  She turns around like she doesn’t even see Sheryl in her 

rocking chair on the front porch.  The old woman does not wave when she pivots.  She seems 

more concerned with the cats than the humans on this dead end street.  She walks over to a porch 

where the feral cats are lounging, gathered in piles.  The cats stay that way all day, sprawled and 
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stretched across the cool concrete.  They hide only when it rains, as it does every day at two 

o’clock.  The old woman lurches toward them and they jolt upright and scurry away.  She goes 

from the porch with the feral cats that she has just uprooted over to the man’s house next door to 

Sheryl.  There are two more cats lounging in the yard.  The old woman calls to the striped 

adolescent one that still has his balls.  He doesn’t come.  Sheryl hears her tell the man next door 

that she is trying to get him fixed, tame him, make him a pet.  Sheryl knows that this will never 

happen; the cat is almost fully grown.  Sheryl can’t see the man’s reply and assumes he nods.  

He is very quiet and sits on his porch smoking cigarettes for hours at a time.  His wife is never 

outside; it’s almost like he lives alone, like the old woman, like Sheryl.

Sheryl takes a sip of the coffee she brewed that morning and frowns.  Her coffee, which 

can sometimes be passed off as okay, is awful when it is cold.  She is hungry but too nervous to 

eat.  She hopes she can eat at the Italian restaurant where Vicky plans to take her on their date.  

Pizzaro’s is a dark restaurant.   Sheryl hopes she can see Vicky’s face.  She hopes Vicky doesn’t 

order broccoli.  Broccoli makes Sheryl sick now and only reminds her of the sex she isn’t having.  

Sheryl hasn’t had sex since Alice.  Alice knew what to do with Sheryl.  Sheryl did not know what 

to do with Alice.  She learned quickly but is afraid she may have forgotten.

Lightning comes with the rain today and Sheryl jumps when it strikes. The cats scramble 

off the porches.  She can’t see where they go.  They are there and then they are gone.  The 

answering machine screams a few moments later and she thinks it is Vicky calling to cancel.  She 

picks up the phone, but no one is on the line.  It is just the electricity flickering on and off in the 

storm.  She goes inside to look for the number in her wallet, but she finally finds it in the kitchen 

by the trash can.  There is no answer when she calls.  She doesn’t know what she would say 

anyway.   

Sheryl turns on the TV.  There is a talk show on with a guest therapist.  Today husbands 

and wives are learning how to stay together through change.  She can’t see why this is something 

they must learn.  No one acknowledges that there are some changes that mean the marriage is 

over.   No one acknowledges that sometimes divorce is inevitable, necessary, and good.  She yells 

at the TV like it can hear her, like someone will argue back.  Sheryl misses arguing.  There is a 

man with a crooked tie and a woman with nude hose on the show that she would like to argue 

with.  They are so sure of what they have to say they say it without blinking or darting their 

eyes.  Sheryl knows how to tell if a person is lying and this would tell her that they aren’t, but 
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she doesn’t trust them. 

Sheryl had trusted Kyle.  Kyle was so trustworthy it made her cringe to think about it.  

They hardly ever argued, with any real emotion anyway.  Kyle would never let it get that far.  He 

always gave in, apologized, cooed over her until she let it go.  “You’re right,” he would say with a 

deep breath.  If they hadn’t yet had sex that week he would follow this with, “let’s kiss and 

make up.”   Even during the divorce, when Sheryl was packing her boxes to leave and they argued 

about who would keep the silverware and the blue dishes, Kyle was compliant.  

“My parents gave them to us.  I should get to keep these,”  Sheryl had said.

Kyle put up a brief protest, “Yes, they gave them to us.”  Then he conceded, “You’ve got 

a point.”  And he was sincere, he looked her straight in the eyes and agreed that Sheryl’s way of 

dividing their possessions was the best solution, even though this would leave him with very 

little.  Sheryl’s divorced parents had competed in giving them presents.  When her mom gave 

them a VCR, Sheryl’s dad gave them a DVD player.  When Sheryl’s dad gave them a futon, her 

mom gave them a couch.  Sheryl and Kyle had accumulated a great deal of things while they were 

married those few years.  Sheryl went against her own decision and left most of it behind with 

Kyle.  She trusted that if she ever wanted them again she could just ask.  She always got her way 

with Kyle.  

Alice seemed just the opposite.  Sheryl had not trusted Alice.  Alice would argue for the 

sake of arguing even when she was wrong and had to lie to win.  Alice liked the challenge of a lie, 

and the lies that would be built to sustain it.  Sheryl enjoyed this about her at first, would push 

and push, expecting Alice to eventually give in, until they fought like Sheryl’s parents.  Even 

when Sheryl had caught Alice in a lie, she would keep up the lie, act like Sheryl was imagining 

things, being paranoid.  When Sheryl caught Alice with another woman, Alice told Sheryl that 

jealousy was not attractive, that Sheryl had low self-esteem. 

“Maybe I wouldn’t have low self-esteem if you gave me the kind of attention you did 

when we met!” Sheryl screamed at Alice before they broke up.

“I love you, Sheryl, isn’t that enough? I mean, my god, that euphoria can’t last forever. 

We aren’t school girls, we’ve moved on, grown up. We have a mature relationship now.”  Alice 

always sounded so reasonable, would always have something good to say.

“If we are so mature, why is it that you still give that kind of attention to other women?” 

Even as Sheryl spoke she felt that Alice was going to win, that it was true she had low self-
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esteem.  Even if she was right about the other woman, she knew Alice would never admit it. 

“For god’s sakes, Sheryl, I didn’t cheat on you. Get over it!” Alice was looking down at 

the book in her hands, not into Sheryl’s eyes.  Sheryl already had her bags packed and was just 

waiting for the right time to leave when Alice came home the next month, drunk and blubbering, 

telling her she was sorry.  She hadn’t cheated on her, she just needed to get out of the 

relationship, it was bad for her self-image. 

“I’m just not the monogamous type.  You should go back to Kyle.  He’ll take care of 

you.”  Sheryl knew this was what Alice had thought all along.  That she needed someone to take 

care of her.  That Sheryl was just biding her time, living a little on the wild side, until she returned 

to what Alice liked to call “compulsory heterosexuality.”  But Sheryl hadn’t trusted Alice about 

that either.  She drove to Florida the next day, without her. 

Sheryl switches off the TV.  The silence leaves a ring in her ears for just a moment and 

then it too is gone.  She feels alone, but not lonely.  She doesn’t mind that the neighbors don’t 

talk to her.  The silence calms her.  She likes her freedom, the way she can just sit and stare out 

the door, listen to the birds, the wind, nothing.  She thinks of the old woman down the street and 

wonders if she herself would eventually walk around in her white nightgown, worrying the feral 

cats, and killing ants with boiling water.  Sheryl thinks she might just leave them alone.

The water is cool when she climbs into the tub to get ready for her date.  She thinks of 

Vicky and her sharp teeth and gets goose bumps on her legs. The razor grazes over the bumps 

and the blood from three different nicks drains in a swirl by her toes.  When she is dry she rubs 

lotion on her legs.  It stings, but it smells like apples so she doesn’t stop until it is covering her.  

If I have sex tonight, Sheryl thinks, she may slide off.  She hopes Vicky doesn’t like broccoli. 

Sheryl pulls on an oversized terry cloth robe and goes back out onto the porch to paint 

her toenails lavender.  It strikes her that lavender isn’t too warm a color, a cool color actually, 

distant.  She likes that it goes on without gumming up like the red does.

The man next door to Sheryl is still smoking alone on his porch.  The smell of nicotine 

floats towards Sheryl’s chair, clinging to the moist wood.  She wrinkles up her nose and fans the 

air, but the smell still lingers.  She is glad she does not talk to the man, that she cannot even see 

him behind the wall of jasmine that grows up his porch.  Sheryl takes the towel off her head and 

shakes out the dread locks she grew last year after she moved to Florida, after she and Alice 
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broke up.  She hadn’t grown them exactly, just stopped brushing her hair and began twisting it 

instead, sort of a nervous habit.  Her friends were surprised she still shaved her legs and armpits, 

but it was her mother that was the most upset.

“Sheryl, you live like a hippy bum,” she spouted off.  “You’re never gonna find a good 

man looking like that.”

“What’s wrong with the way I look?”  It was Christmas and Sheryl was wearing her best 

dress, heels, and even make-up.

“I bet that ‘street’ you live on is really one of those communes or something.”  Sheryl’s 

mother hasn’t approved of how Sheryl lives since she left Kyle.  Even when they lived in the 

same town, Sheryl’s mother had never visited.  She didn’t like to “venture over to that side of 

town,” she’d say.

“No, Mama, I think the people on my street feel the same way you do about communes. 

They like for people to comb their hair.”  This last part just sort of slipped out of Sheryl’s 

mouth before she thought about what she was saying. 

“See, that hair, Sheryl, you’ve got to do something with it. You could be so pretty. ”  

Mrs. Jones picked up a dread that hung over Sheryl’s shoulder.  She held it out and then dropped 

it like it was a dead rat. 

“At least I still bathe,” Sheryl told her.  Mrs. Jones rolled her eyes and with a frustrated 

sigh, turned and walked out of the room.  They hadn’t spoken much since.  This was before 

Sheryl met Vicky, before they arranged the date for tonight.  

At six o’clock Sheryl’s nails are dry and she stretches out of the sticky rocking chair.  She 

is just inside the door when she hears a car driving down her street.  Most of the people on her 

street don’t drive so she turns around to look.  A bright green El Camino parks long ways in front 

of Sheryl’s house.  There are boxes in the back, a tattered bag and a backpack.  A woman gets out 

of the El Camino and immediately spots Sheryl through the screen door.  It is Vicky and she 

smiles showing Sheryl her teeth, as if for a reminder.  Sheryl panics.  She can’t remember the time 

they agreed upon, and she rushes to the bathroom to pull on some jeans.  

Vicky is knocking on the screen door and it clangs against the door frame.  Sheryl can’t 

find a shirt so she goes to the door with her robe over her jeans.  Vicky, too, is wearing jeans, but 

with a spaghetti strapped tank top. There is a tattoo on her shoulder blade.  Sheryl can’t make it 
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out but assumes it is some sort of astrological sign.  It is all black against her creamy skin and 

Sheryl wants to touch it, but she asks her to have a seat instead and gets her a drink.  A gin and 

tonic, Vicky’s favorite, Sheryl discovers when she brings the drink out to her.  

Vicky takes it and with her other hand picks up a picture frame that is setting on the end 

table. “What a knockout. Who is it?” Vicky asked.

“It’s my great Aunt Frankie, on my mother’s side. My father told me once that I 

reminded him of her and I’ve been fascinated with the picture ever since. I guess I’m still 

searching for the resemblance.” Sheryl took the picture and placed it on the coffee table facing 

them.  

“I can see it, you have her spunk.” Vicky clinks Sheryl's glass to this and takes a long 

drink of the gin and tonic. 

“I didn’t know her.  She died before I was born, when my mother was a teenager.  She had 

been some kind of rebel, ran away from home when she was only fifteen.  Gorgeous, but never 

married.”  

Sheryl had had the picture ever since her mother threatened to put it away.  “What a 

shame, it’s just so sad,”  Sheryl’s mother would say, but Sheryl never thought so.  Sheryl would 

look at the old faded photograph of the woman wearing a white drop waist flapper dress, short 

cropped hair, and dark eyes and wish she had known her.  Maybe she would understand her 

dreads, her dismissal of lipstick, her dismissal of men.

Vicky’s face is oval and her features soft, curved and smooth, different from her teeth.  

Sheryl wonders if she is as soft as she looks, and sits close to Vicky on the couch. Vicky lifts 

Sheryl’s arm where she bit her and rubs her lips across it.  

“I’m so sorry.” Vicky grabs Sheryl’s hand and holds it in hers.  Her hands are not as soft 

as her lips.  Sheryl can feel the creases from each fold, like they are textured.  She imagines what 

they might feel like on her body, across her breasts, her stomach, around her thighs, inside her.  

Vicky takes her hands away.

Sheryl blushes and realizes she has almost waited too long to respond. “It’s fine, almost 

healed now.”  She puts her own hand over the bite marks. “It was my fault anyway.  I was in a 

hurry.  I wasn’t watching what I was doing.”

“I’m glad,” Vicky smiles and leans into Sheryl, nudging her with her shoulder. “Not that I 
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bit you, but that we met.”  She turns her face toward Sheryl’s; their lips are almost touching.

Sheryl looks away.  She can hear Kyle, like a nagging conscious, giving her the definition 

of a casual date. “So what’s with all the boxes and bags in your car?”

“Oh, I—”  Vicky grins, and intentionally trips over her words.  “I,  uh,  really I just came 

from my parents’ and they loaded me down with a bunch of crap they found in the basement. 

I’m not trying to move in or anything, I promise.  I share an apartment with my brother over on 

Ocala Street.  Nothing to brag about, but it’s a pad.” 

Sheryl is relieved, but somehow almost sad at the same time.  Vicky is feisty, she can tell, 

with more backbone than Kyle but a bit more down to earth than Alice ever was.  A bit more 

stable, maybe, she thinks.  Sheryl gets up to get them another drink. She is pouring more gin than 

the last, almost a full shot more, when Vicky comes up behind her, puts her soft lips on Sheryl's 

neck and reaches around to untie her robe.

It is well after they are lying sideways across Sheryl’s bed that she realizes that they have 

missed their reservation, that she hadn’t even had a chance to put on a shirt before she was 

naked, that Vicky was an hour early.  

“I just didn’t want to wait any longer,” Vicky tells her with a sly smile and slides off 

Sheryl onto her back. The fan wobbles overhead.  

“Are you hungry? Should we go get something to eat?”  Sheryl hopes she isn’t.  She 

doesn’t want to take another shower.  She wants to keep Vicky on her skin, but they are both 

slippery now.

Vicky sits up on the bed.  “I could eat,” Vicky says and looks toward the kitchen.  

Sheryl thinks about getting up.  She has some hummus, cheese and crackers.  She has a 

cantaloupe she could cut up.  Vicky’s back is to her, the muscles are lean and move like a dance 

under her skin.  She is entranced by this and only moves to trace Vicky’s tattoo with her toe.

“It was a gift, from my ex.  It means forever, in Chinese.” Vicky’s voice is wounded, 

lonely, without all the rough confidence. 

Sheryl pulls her foot away and drops her leg.  She tries to imagine Vicky’s ex, how she 

must have traced the tattoo herself, with her fingers, with her whole hand.  She wonders what 

Alice would have done with such a gift, what Kyle would have said should she even have 

suggested such a thing, though she knows now she never would have.  She will never say forever, 

she thinks. Vicky’s back is still now and she wants to touch her again, wants to feel her warm 
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creamy skin against hers.  She doesn’t know how the date became so intimate, so not casual. 

Vicky is still looking in to the kitchen. 

“I really don’t have much in there,”  Sheryl says and drapes the sheet across her up to her 

shoulder.

Vicky lies back down and curls up to Sheryl with her eyes closed.  Sheryl pulls her close 

to her, kisses her forehead, places her arm across Vicky’s back, her hand covering the tattoo.  The 

sun lights up the dust in streams by the window until it goes down and it is dark outside and in 

the room. 

In the middle of the night the shower is running and Sheryl has forgotten about her date. 

She is startled and bolts out of the bed.  She is tangled in the sheets for a moment, and then she is 

in the hall, baseball bat in hand, peeking through the crack in the door.  Vicky’s dark wet hair is 

streaming down her back, soap stopping at her curves, her skin slightly red from the hot water.  

Vicky wipes her face with her hand. “Sheryl? Come on in, talk to me while I shower.” 

Sheryl sits on the toilet and looks at the wall, still startled, still half asleep.

“What’s that for? You gonna go hit some balls at three in the morning?” Vicky laughs at 

her own joke.  “I didn’t mean to scare you, honey.  I’m sorry.  You wanna jump in with me?”

“No, it’s really too small in there for two people.” Sheryl has never taken a shower with 

another person in this house.  She doesn’t want to start now.

“I love your house, what you’ve done with it.  I’d love to live somewhere like this.”  

Vicky isn’t looking at Sheryl so she can’t see that her glare is sharp. “Need a roommate?” Vicky 

laughs again with her confident laugh.

The steam in the bathroom is thick, clouding above the shower and floating down over 

Sheryl’s head.  Sheryl remembers the old woman in the white nightgown, pouring boiling water 

over the ants, how she held the pot out, away from her, to avoid the boiling water and the red 

ants. 

 “When you get done, you need to go.”  Sheryl’s voice is monotone but stern.  She shuts 

the door behind her and crawls back in her bed, still naked. 

Sheryl doesn’t remember hearing Vicky leave.  She wakes up alone, curled in white sheets. 

She hears the feral cats outside. They are close, like they are on Sheryl’s own porch today.  The 

sun beams in through the windows again.  She peeks outside and the El Camino is gone. There is 
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no one on the street. 

She pulls on the jeans she left wadded in the floor the night before and finds a T-shirt.  

She pulls her hair back and wraps a single dread lock around it at the base and tucks it in like a 

low pony tail.  She grabs the keys from her night stand.  As she drives past the old woman’s 

house she waves.  The old woman is in a blue nightgown today and is fanning herself on her front 

porch.  The old woman waves back, then stops, like she has surprised herself.   

It is cold in the supermarket, but Sheryl lingers over the frozen foods and refrigerated 

beverages.  She takes her time picking out the beer.  She shivers holding a single TV dinner and a 

small carton of half and half close to her body with one arm.  She has a bag of cat food in one 

hand and picks up the case of beer, the most expensive, with the other.  There are only a few 

shoppers this morning, an old man scratching things off his list as he leans against the buggy and 

a young tattered looking boy hovering by the individually wrapped ice cream treats.  They do not 

look at Sheryl when she passes. The one checker is leaning against the scanner picking at her 

nails.  The checker pulls the items across the counter like a drone.  Each item beeps and she 

pushes two buttons on her register.  She does not tell Sheryl the total; it is displayed on the 

screen in front of the register.  Sheryl pays the woman with exact change.  The woman takes the 

time to say thank you, but gives Sheryl the receipt without looking up at her and goes back to 

studying her nails.  Sheryl is relieved.  She grabs her bags and strolls towards the door.  The 

automatic doors slide open, and Sheryl leaves the cool air of the supermarket.  The muggy Florida 

heat wraps around her, and she smiles.  Her skin is moist and clammy, but it feels like home. 
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COYOTE MOTHER

I am vanishing. That’s what the man said when he sat down on this rickety old porch next 

to me, folded his handkerchief in his lap and crossed his legs.  I looked down at my hands 

clutching my cane, my nails worn to the nub.  I let go my hold on the cane and touched my arms, 

my legs, my neck, my face.  All were not firm but solid and in place.  I grinned up at him.  His 

face was stern and hard with a crinkled brow, so I did not laugh.  He tried desperately not to sling 

his sweat from his handkerchief onto my sleeve as he wiped and dabbed at his brow.  He gave me 

a solemn glance, his hat cocked to one side, his stiff tan suit stretched at the knees and elbows, 

and told me that I am of a dying race.  “You may even be the very last of the Cherokees in this 

area,” he said pleading for me to understand.  This, he told me, was why he wanted to take my 

photograph.  

“I have sons, sir, and they have sons.  They are Cherokee, too,” I argued, but he shook his 

head and pointed down at my blue eyed grandson sitting on the steps of the porch.  

“Did you marry a Cherokee?” 

I saw his point, but I wasn't sure I understood his purpose.  He said, still dabbing at his 

brow, that I should wear “traditional attire,” a Cherokee woman’s ceremonial dress.  I agreed to 

the photograph without hesitation.  I do not want to vanish.  But I have long since outlived any 

ceremonial dress I may have worn, and I was suspicious of his request.  I did not tell him this.  I 

only shook his hand and watched him walk down the weathered steps and onto the dirt road that 

led away from my house until he blended with the faded colors of the prairie.  

That was three months ago, and I will have my photograph shot today by this man, Mr. 

Edward Curtis, in the tan suit and hat cocked to the side.  I am eighty years old, and I have never 

had a photograph shot before, though photographs were invented three years before I was born.   

I am not afraid like the others have been.  I don’t believe it will capture my soul.  I’m too mean 

for that.  But I am not sure I trust Mr. Curtis.  I am not sure I won’t vanish anyway, photograph 

or no.  No still shot will carry what I know to those I leave behind.

When I was a girl,  the same age as my grandson now, a medicine man named Crowing 

Rooster took up portraiture.  He shot photographs of everyone who let him.  Crowing Rooster 
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strutted up and down the main road asking for people to pose.  He showed them other 

photographs.  He talked about how grand they would look in their photograph.  Most agreed, 

especially when they saw their neighbors in one.  No matter how cloudy, they wanted one too.  

Crowing Rooster carried his satchel of herbs and another for his equipment wherever he went.  

He took the camera with him when he was healing and checking on people.  He took pictures of 

single people and of families.  He took pictures of people when they died, babies especially.  He 

made sure they were dressed in their best or prettiest clothes and sat them up in a chair or on a 

couch like they had just fallen asleep that way.  But this, my father told me, was when the 

people got suspicious.  My father said everyone thought the man was getting something, 

something sacred, from the people in the photographs.  

Many of the people who had demanded a portrait felt ashamed, embarrassed, afraid 

afterwards and confronted Crowing Rooster.  But Crowing Rooster denied that he was doing 

anything wrong. He was so proud of his portraits he showed the council all of the ones he had 

collected. These people were fine, he said, no harm done. To prove it he offered to have his own 

portrait shot.  “I would like to have one of myself anyway,”  Crowing Rooster boasted,  “it’ll be 

the best one yet.”  Crowing Rooster set up his contraption on a long black tripod and showed 

High Eagle how to shoot the photograph.  Crowing Rooster sat across the room in a great chair 

set out for him. When High Eagle shot the photograph, a large puff of smoke burst from the 

equipment and a bright light flashed across the room at Crowing Rooster.  It was bigger, brighter 

and louder than ever before. The room grew still and the smoke cleared. When High Eagle saw 

Crowing Rooster again, he was slumped over in the great chair.  His mouth was open in surprise 

and his eyes were blackened, like two dark beetles.  He was dead. The photograph had indeed 

captured his life, or so it was told. 

I sit in wait for my photograph on this rickety porch with my grandson.  He tells me that 

he would shoot my photograph with the new Brownie when he saves his dollar up to get one, 

and I smile and nod at him.  I can hear his mother, Martha, inside sweeping the dirt around on the 

floor.  She is humming, but I don’t know the song.  The wind is rough at my neck, and my hands 

are dry.  My skin peels and snags across this cotton dress, my favorite Tear Dress with the 

calico print and ruffled neck.  It is the only thing with color on this porch. The gray wood is 

streaked free of bright blues and yellows like the ones that scatter across my dress. 
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This is not the porch where I would have wanted to have my grandson play at my feet, 

where I would have wanted to have my photograph shot.  This is my son’s porch, not mine.  

My porch with its white washed logs and steps has been long since sold to a younger family, and 

I am far away from it now.  I have been moving all my life, from way out east in the Carolinas, to 

the hills of Arkansas, our Indian territory, to these Plains of Texas.  Maybe that is where my 

meanness set in—in the moving, the walking away.   I am tired of walking away, but I am not 

afraid, just mean. 

Today I will teach these phrases to my blue eyed grandson—reo chigadidi i—wambuski 

sky yi.  We will say them over and over until he sounds like me— rough, splintered, natural.  His 

blond curls will blow in the wind, and his red mouth will mold around the words as he squints his 

eyes up at me in my chair.  He is so pale next to my dark skin.  They say I am red, but I am dark 

brown, not pale like my sons’ sons.  I don’t think my grandson knows how mean I am yet.  We 

have only just met.  I’ve been away from my son, his father, for twelve years.  My grandson was 

born in that time.  He has been moving, too; maybe it’s made him mean like me.

My grandson makes gunshot noises with his mouth, his arms propped like he’s holding a 

rifle.  He is on his belly, staring with one eye out into the field beyond the porch but away from 

the road.  I grab my smooth wooden cane like I will stand up, clucking it on the wooden planks.    

My grandson looks up at me from his belly.  I nod and point out to the road where nothing 

moves but the dust.  I’ve heard he is already a good shot.  He has helped to keep us from starving 

this winter.  We eat this winter, but the hunger is still there.  I can see it in our sunken faces— 

cheekbones like razors, eyes like hollow caves. Only my grandson has bright eyes, and I think 

that it must be that meanness. 

His father has a little of it, but his sisters don’t.  I am glad.  It hasn’t done me much good. 

No amount of meanness has done a woman like me much good in a long time.  The Spirit Women 

seem lost to us now; their wail is only in the howls of the coyotes at night.  My heart pounds 

when I hear them, and I wish I could chunk this cane and run with them into the night.

I wish I could run like I did when I was young with Kayasequa.  Kaya was a girl I grew 

up with on the reservation. We were about the same age.  We looked very much like sisters, long 

dark hair, soft curves, dark skin.  But her lips and high sharp cheeks were always a dark pink, her 

eyes lighter than anyone’s I knew, almost green at times.  She had rounder hips and was a little 

taller.  Her mother and aunts came over to our house, we to theirs, several times a week to weave 
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and sew.  Our mothers taught us together, how to pound corn into a fine powder, to sew pieces 

of torn cloth together and make it look like one cloth, like the Tear Dress I have on now.  Kaya 

and I played together, and when we were older, we grew very close.  Each night that our families 

were together we ran back and forth between the houses, volunteering to get things for the 

women at the other house just so we could walk outside, alone in the night air.  One clear summer 

night we walked, hand in hand, to my house.  We heard a coyote in the woods.  We stopped to 

listen. 

“Let’s go see if we can find it,”  Kayasequa whispered.

I squeezed her hand tighter and whispered back, “But it’s wild, Kaya, it might hurt us.”

“Please, Meli,” she said. “I won’t let anything happen to us. Besides we can always run.”  

She giggled, and I couldn’t help but go along, if only to see her bright eyes dance like that again. 

We crept back behind the house, dried leaves from the summer drought crunching under 

our feet.  Just as we rounded the corner of my house, right beside my bedroom window, we heard 

it: the coyote was prowling just at the edge of the trees. The coyote stopped and stared at us, her 

eyes glowing with moonlight, her coat coarse, ruffled.  She walked away, then trotted along the 

edge of the tree line.  Kaya and I followed, slowly at first, then faster and faster until we were all 

running.  We were right behind the coyote, her slick tail straight and low, her ears pointed out and 

back.  She darted into the woods without a glance at us.  We stopped.  We were out of breath, 

squinting to see into the dark woods.  We heard a faint rustling and howls, growing more and 

more distant.  She was gone and we stood there panting.  Kaya’s eyes were darker than I had ever 

seen them before.  I grabbed Kaya’s hand and pulled her into me.  I pressed my lips against her 

neck, then her ear, her cheek, her mouth.   Her arms wrapped around me, then ran up and down 

my spine, over my hips, between my thighs.  Mine swam across her shoulder blades, onto her rib 

cage, her stomach.  Kaya pulled away, into my house, to my bedroom.  We lay close all night 

together, and fell asleep snuggled like the two halves of a melon.  That was the first of several 

nights I spent with Kaya.  

A few years later our fathers insisted that we not be with each other so much. They saw 

us always working, playing, giggling together.  

My father stood over us, blocking the sun behind him.  His eyes were hard and stern. 

“The white girls your age don’t do such things,” he said and his brow wrinkled. “Be more with 

our men and the white men around us.  Look for a husband.” Then he walked away. 
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At first I could see her only a few times a week, then once a week, then once a month.   

Each time we would lie close together in the field between our houses and listen to the coyotes 

howl in the distance.  Kaya married first, to a white man her father worked for.  She got pregnant 

right away. The last time I saw her she was swollen and bloated.  I didn’t recognize her.  She said 

it hurt to smile, her skin was so tight.  She squeezed my hand and I cried for her as she hobbled 

away.  A month later she died giving birth to a still born daughter.  Kaya was my only friend.  

Now she runs with the coyotes, and someday I will too. 

Tonight, when we hear the coyotes, I will tell my grandson that the coyotes are my tso-

sda-da-lv—my sisters.  I will tell him that I don’t know why I say this, but he might someday.  I 

won’t care how much he asks, I will not tell him.  

“Vernon,” I say to him, “wambuski sky yi,” and I laugh.   

He looks up at me and grins. “Granny, what are you saying?” He is confused and his eyes 

go dark blue.

“Wambuski sky yi,”  I repeat to him.  “Can you say it?” 

He sits up on the porch but stays at my feet.  He mutters the words to himself and then 

up at me.  “Wombushkay sigh high?” 

I let out a harsh laugh from my gut and lean back in my chair.  “Wambuski sky yi.” 

“Wam—bushkay—sky-high.  What does it mean, Granny?”

I shake my head and pat him on the shoulder.  “Reo chigadidi i.”

He rounds his mouth with the sounds and stutters them out. “Reo, chickadee, dee.”

I am grinning at him when he is done, and he doesn’t ask this time what it means. 

He crinkles up his nose and then goes back down on his belly.  I will not tell him what the 

phrases mean.  I want him to know what it is like to not understand, to speak and not be heard. 

To give up speaking altogether.  I want him to know the steps it takes to get to silence and back 

again. I want him to know, because the photograph will not tell it. 

The photograph will not say that I am the daughter of a long line of hard nailed women, 

all Cherokee.  It will not show my mother and her mother and her mother before her standing 

every hour on a dirt floor over a child, a field, a basket, a fire.  My mother was young when she 

had me, but older than the grandson at my feet. We lived with my grandmother and her mother 

and all of my aunts for a long time, until my father left his home where he lived with his family.  

He said he had to live with us, like the white people did. 
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I am the first woman in my family to marry a white man.  It was a common thing then 

where we lived in Arkansas.  I was so young.  I did not want to get married at all.   But when my  

husband, Frank, asked my father, he shook his hand so fast and hard I thought they’d both fall 

over.  So it was settled and I married Frank in a white dress in the New Hope Bible Church built 

by the Christian missionaries that worked among us.  My father’s eyes were proud and bold as 

we walked down the aisle toward Frank and the preacher.  My mother, dressed in her best dress, 

sat in the front pew and did not cry, though I had heard her crying the whole night before.  She 

held her head high and wiped the sweat at her neck with the handkerchief  Frank had given her as 

a gift for my hand.  That night I kissed my mother good-bye, and Frank and I drove down the 

long dirt road away from the reservation.  He moved me in with his family in a little town far 

from the reservation, and I never went back.  There were no photographs taken that day, and I 

can barely hold an image of it in my mind, but I can feel it.  I can feel the emptiness all the way to 

the nubs of my nails.

The wicker below my bottom creaks as I shift my weight.  The arm rests are so dry they 

are splintered like my voice and cracked like the brittle black clay beyond the porch. The one 

solid oak tree by the road creaks in the wind, and I can almost hear it moan for its lost leaves.  

Vernon does not notice the sound.  I unfold and fold again the handkerchief in my lap.  For my 

nerves, I rattle the handkerchief at each shoulder and onto my forehead.  It holds yellow lady-

slipper root and elder flowers, but it smells mostly of the mint I put in yesterday.  I am nervous, 

but I am not afraid.  The photograph will find me solid too.  

I can hear Martha and her girls inside screwing the lids on the dozen or so jars they have 

stuffed too many beans into.  It’s only October and already a cold wind is blowing up my neck. 

“Vernon, let’s sing a song.  I’ll teach you.”

 He makes one last shotgun noise, pushes up to his feet and comes closer to me. “What is 

the song, Granny?”  He squats beside me holding on to the chair.

“My mother used to sing it to me when I asked about my name, because it was different 

from the Cherokee names I heard around me,” I say and begin to hum, then sing the words, “Meli 

dunogisv, dunogisv.  Meli dunogisv, eti uninohetlv. Meli tsunoselv, tsunoselv. Meli tsunoselv, 

unadvdastana,” I look to him and he is mouthing the words. I sing slowly, “Aninohesgvnino, 

niwi, niwi, aninohesgvnino, ha dvdastanv.”

31



“Meli dunoogis, Meli on a das,” he sings.

 “Mary sang, sang. Mary sang an old story. Mary told, told. Mary told and they listened. 

Tell the story. You say, Tell the story, and listen to it,” I sing to him in English and he smiles.  

Vernon stops and points out to the road, “Granny, look!” His eyes are better than mine, 

his ears too. I squint up at him from my creaking chair.  His back is to me, denim slouched over 

his backside, cotton shirt wrinkled up under his arms, blond curls flapping on his head. 

I am thinking about how tall he’s grown in the last year, then I hear it, “Hooow-deeee!” In 

the wind, the holler twists and mingles with the crunching steps on the dirt rock road. The 

thumping in my chest climbs into my ears, and I sling my folded handkerchief from shoulder to 

shoulder. 

“Granny, it’s him!”  The words are filled with so much light it surprises me, and I try to 

stand. “Wait, I’ll help you up,” he says and comes over to me. He touches my elbow, but I am 

not ready.

“A-yu-li, no not yet,” I say. The man is still far away, nothing but a black dot on the 

horizon.  I fan Vernon away.  I am ashamed, but then I see that he forgets easily and runs back to 

the other side of the porch.  He waves the man up.  I put my handkerchief pouch to my lips, my 

hands shaking, and breathe in the mint, mumbling and humming into it.  My humming calms my 

shaking hands, and I go back to slinging my pouch to each shoulder.  I am nervous, but I am not 

afraid.  I don’t believe it will capture my soul but wonder if it will capture my story.  

Mr. Curtis is at the fence post at the end of our lot.  He is carrying a case that looks like 

leather pounded soft and a harder one strapped over his shoulder.  He has on the same tan suit 

and hat he had on three months ago when he came by.  But the suit is faded and worn at the 

sleeves.  He’s in need of a few stitches at the shoulders, but I don’t offer.  I haven’t sewn a stitch 

since this dress was finished last fall.  The pain in my hands won’t allow for much stitching 

anymore.  Mr. Curtis takes wide strides to get to the bottom of our steps, he stops and puts 

down his leather bag.  Though it is cold and dry, drops of sweat roll down his temples.  His brow 

wrinkles when he looks up onto the porch at Vernon.  He doesn’t look at me, not yet.  Vernon 

pounds down the wooden steps in his hard soled boots and stands in the dirt yard Martha has 

just raked clean this morning.  Mr. Curtis reaches out to shake his hand. They are talking, but I 

can’t hear what they say.  The wind is howling in my ears.

Mr. Curtis pulls out a headdress from his bag, a shawl, and a few ears of corn, all very 
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colorful but nothing from my own tribe.  

I bang my cane on the wooden planks of the porch and push myself up out of the 

creaking chair.  Martha swings open the screen door and stands with it open looking from me to 

Mr. Curtis.  My steps are shuffled and slow, but I don’t have to use my cane as much anymore. 

Martha knows not to try and help me; she nods at him and smiles over at me.  My eyes meet 

with Mr. Curtis’ and he jerks them back to Vernon.  “Wambuski sky yi,” I say roughly, and Mr. 

Curtis looks down at his bag, my grandson up at me. 

“He’s gonna take your picture, Granny.  Just needs to set up his equipment,” Vernon 

says, fidgeting with his belt loops. “He wants you to pick one of these and put it on.”  Vernon 

holds the headdress, the shawl, and the corn and offers them to me.

“No.”

“But, Granny, this is what he wants for his book.  He wants to preserve the traditions.”

“No, I say,” I do not want to play dress up.

“Remember what we talked about, though?”  Mr. Curtis finally addresses me.

“This is what I want of myself in your book.  Just as I am now.  No amount of garb is 

going to keep me from vanishing, Mr. Curtis.  Now shoot my photograph.”

Mr. Curtis shakes his head, but goes about getting his camera.

 Vernon bends over to see what he is getting out of the bag and straightens back up with 

him.  Mr. Curtis frowns down at the ground again and grabs his chin with importance. 

My hands start to shake again, so I clutch my handkerchief.  I am reminded of Crowing 

Rooster, of his photograph, the bright flash, the smoke, and the burnt out eyes.  I remember this, 

but I think that will not happen to me now.  I do not do this out of false pride.  I do this for 

Kaya, for my sister.  I do this so that we might run with the coyotes.

 I stand at the top of the steps and watch Mr. Curtis poke and snap at his contraption.  It 

is mostly metal and black, there is a glass plate he is sliding into the top. Martha comes out and 

stands beside me, she puts her hand on mine, on my cane, and pats it softly. 

“You ready, Granny?” 

 “Yes,” I tell her clearer than I have spoken all day. 

She goes and sits down in a wicker chair beside the one I just left.  She crosses her feet 

and places her hands in her lap.  She nods at Vernon, and he backs away from Mr. Curtis.

“Reo chigadidi i,” I say. 
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He looks over at Vernon.  He nods.  My hand, holding my cane, is on my hip, and I am 

standing solid, like hard clay.  I am still clutching the handkerchief with the roots and mint with 

my other hand.  Though my white hair is pulled back on my head, away from my face, I can feel 

small hairs around my temples flapping in the wind. There is a click, snap, a flash, but no smoke. 

The photograph is shot and Mr. Curtis packs up his bags and walks away.  

Later when I sit back in my creaking chair on the porch, Martha rocking at my side, her 

daughters running in the pasture by the house, my grandson looks up at me. His blue eyes are 

darker now.  He isn’t making gunshot noises.   He is quiet.  I wonder whether or not I will see the 

photograph, if it will be in the book.  I doubt my solid stance, the figure captured in black and 

white.  In the pasture the girls are running back and forth in the tall weeds, grabbing at each others 

sleeves.  Martha stops rocking and looks out to the road where my son is walking home.  I 

wonder if my son or Martha will want the photograph when I am gone.  I wonder if Vernon will 

know why I had it shot.  I look into his blue eyes and thumb the blond curls on top of his head. 

“Reo chigadidi i—” he says and grins up at me. 

“Wambuski sky yi” I say to him, and he doesn’t understand that I am telling him I love 

him, that I am begging him not to forget, to keep me from vanishing.  He just mouths the words 

with me and smiles. 

The coyotes are beginning to howl in the distance and we sing with them.  He crouches 

close to my chair as we sing.  Meli dunogisv, dunogisv. Meli dunogisv, eti uninohetlv. Meli 

tsunoselv, unadvdastana. . . Mary told and they listened.  Meli Ka-quo-li.  Mary, Coyote Mother 

has spoken. 
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MY IMPOSSIBLES

 My mother and I were always flying at different ends of the earth, and whatever I did, 

she did it better.  It had been weeks since I lost the baby, and I still hadn’t told her.  My throat 

ached just thinking about those words leaving my mouth.  It was a quarter past four on the 

Saturday afternoon of my weekend visit and the poles for the garden arch were still in plastic 

wrap at my feet.  My mother stood beside me with the shovel in her hand, even though I’m the 

one that bought the thing to build for her.  The sky was a bright blue and I could see it from 

horizon to horizon.  Though it was late afternoon, the lowering sun was still heating up my skin. 

“You gonna move, or am I gonna have to shovel around ya?” 

“Just a minute, mother! I’ll do it, just let me see how far apart they’re supposed to be,” I 

scanned the page and flipped the instructions over. There was nothing but a diagram on the other 

side, with no measurements. “You don't know where you want it anyway.”

“I know exactly where I want it. So dig the first hole, then we’ll see how far apart they 

need to be.” She held out the handle.

“You sure you want it here?” I asked because we were standing in the middle of the yard. 

The arch would be the center piece, not an entrance or an exit like I imagined it was supposed to 

be. 

She just nodded her head. I stood up and stuck the shovel into the hard black clay.  

Chunks of the dry dirt crumbled into a nearby crack instead of scooping in as I pushed down 

with my foot.

“Give me that. For god’s sake, Becky, don’t you know how to shovel?” She yanked it 

from my hand and dug into the clay. With one swift nudge of her foot, she scooped up a chunk 

and threw it to the side. She did this two more times. “That oughtta be enough. Gimme the pole.”

“But, mom, we’ve got to measure it.”

“All right,  get down there and measure it.”

I grabbed the tape measure from the tool box and measured from the center of the hole to 

where I thought the next hole should be. She was grinning when I stood back up. “What?”

“Ain’t you gonna measure the width of the arch first or are we just gonna dig and hope it 

all works out?” She held out her hand for the measuring tape and I complied. “Why don’t you 
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just sit and watch. You don’t need to be out here in the hot sun anyway.”

Here was my chance. She brought it up; now I could tell her.  But this was not what she 

meant.

“Becky, did you hear me? At least go in the house and put some sunscreen on if you’re 

gonna just stand there and not get in the shade. This is Texas, you can still get a sunburn after 

four.” She snapped the measuring tape back in and then pulled it out over the pole that connected 

the front of the arch to the back. I dusted my hands and moped towards the house.

  It had always been this way. No matter how hard I tried, I couldn’t live up to the 

woman my mother was and wanted me to be. This was never more clear to me than when we 

lived alone together for the first time.  At the end of the first summer in the house my mother 

bought after the divorce, the heat of the summer battles was over and she didn’t talk about my 

father much anymore. We were settled. The furniture was in place, the boxes unpacked, and the 

yard, the one thing my father would never let my mother spend money on before, was gorgeous. 

This small rectangular patch of grass was placed directly in front of our porch.  I say “placed” 

because that’s just what it was. My mother bought a truckload of sod at the local lawn and 

garden center and placed them, like she was playing Tetris, between railroad ties that outlined the 

flower beds and our house.  I had always wanted grass like this and the plush blades tickled my 

bare feet when I took my shoes off just to walk across it one day in August.

“Why don’t you quit prancin’ around on the grass and help me out for a change,” my 

mother muttered without looking from the dirt where she was yanking up weeds. She patted the 

dirt back down by the wild wisteria bush that she built the bed around. It’s long coned bunches 

of purple flowers bounced around her when she brushed up against them. “Get down here and 

start pulling out anything that doesn’t belong.”

I squatted beside her, reached in and wrapped my hand around a long, thick weed sticking 

up above the rest and pulled. My hand slid up its stalk and over the sticky seeds at the top. I fell 

back on my rear, and she started laughing. I scrambled back to my squat.

“You’re gonna have to get down on your knees and give it some elbow grease.”

“Fine,” I said and stood. 

“I didn’t think that would last long.”  She didn’t even look up.

“I’m just going in to put on something else. I don’t want to get these shorts dirty,” I 

protested. 
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Sweat dripped down her temples, and she grabbed the wet rag off of her shoulder to drag 

across her entire face and neck.  A truck with a loud muffler roared by breaking the still air. 

“Well, I guess asshole and that slut he’s been seein’ ain’t gonna drive by and flaunt 

themselves today,”  she said and stood up to light a cigarette. Then she added with a sarcastic 

snarl, “And I so wanted him to see my new flower beds. I put them out just for him.”  My father 

had driven by the house only once with his new girlfriend since we moved in.  But with my 

brothers off at college, the divorce had left us alone and once was enough.  I had never felt so 

useless and weak. 

“Don’t stand there with the door wide open, Becky! How many times do I have to tell 

you, I can’t afford to air condition the outdoors!” she screamed from her rocking chair. She had 

taken up her customary seat on the front porch for a smoke break when I returned from getting 

the sunscreen.  I shut the door and slunk into the chair beside her.  I had pulled my hair up and 

put on some lip gloss to wet my lips.  My skirt was tied up to the side and I had rolled my 

shorts down to get some air and sun on my belly. 

“This ain’t the prom, Becky, it’s just yard work. I swear, for a grown woman, you sure 

don’t have much sense,” she laughed, her cigarette bobbing up and down on her lips.  I snarled. 

By this time of year her hands were rough, her nails jagged, and she had a farmer tan all the way 

down to built in socks and the most awkward stripes across her thighs and back from too many 

different tops and shorts. Her outfits, as well as the tan lines, were a running joke between us.  

“Well, I’m sorry if I don’t have any farmer gear,”  I said, thinking that I couldn’t get tan 

even if I dipped myself in chocolate. 

She got up and went back to shoveling.  She was already on the third hole for the garden 

arch. The sun was getting lower, giving a sheen to the handle of the shovel as her sweat dripped 

past her hands and slid down the slick wood. 

“Becky,” she wiped the sweat off her forehead with the rag she still kept over her 

shoulder, “go unwrap those poles and start assembling them for one side while I finish up these 

holes.” 

The poles were white and made of a hard plastic that wouldn’t bend even if you ran over 

them with a truck. I pulled each one out of their individual plastic wrappers and lined them up on 

the ground: long with long, short with short, curved with curved, then all of the skinny round 
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ones that connected the back to the front. My mother was on the last hole so I skimmed the 

instructions and began piecing it together by glances at the diagram. 

By the time I had one section of the garden arch assembled, Mother was working on her 

third cigarette, letting it dangle from her lips as she watched me.  I pressed the top pole for the 

front left side down over the bottom half which had been cinched for the fit.  Beads of sweat 

rolled into my eyes and I grabbed the bottom of my shirt to wipe it away.

“Here,” she handed me her rag, “you’ll stretch your shirt out.”

I took the rag though it was drenched in her sweat already and wouldn’t do me much 

good. I dabbed it across my hair line and gave it back. “Hand me the arched piece, Mama.”  She 

hesitated but gave me the long curved piece of hard plastic.  She pulled the rag across her face 

again.  My sweat didn’t bother her.

As I reached to slide the arched piece onto the long poles, I stepped backwards and my 

right foot went sideways into one of the holes. I fell onto it with all my weight and went down 

onto my side, the arched piece still in my hand. My ankle throbbed. 

“Well, what in the hell did you do that for? You knew the holes were right behind you.”  

She had been watching me.

I didn’t cry, but I wanted to. Not because of the pain, though it did hurt, but because I 

knew that I wasn’t going to be able to tell her about the miscarriage like this. I knew she would 

say that I hadn’t been careful enough, that I knew there had been a risk of tubal pregnancy, but 

that if I had been careful about it I wouldn’t have lost the chance to ever have children.  

I didn’t stand right away, but I moved the pieces of the arch to my side. I just sat there 

and refused to speak as she stood over me looking at my foot. I thought of all the things I could 

tell her instead of what had really happened: that I decided that I really didn’t want children, that 

Terry, my soon to be ex-husband, had left me and I was upset, that it was the doctor’s fault, not 

mine. Anything but that I got pregnant to save my marriage and prove a point even though my 

doctor told me to wait until my body was stronger, until the endometriosis was under control, 

until I was healthier and I had more time and less stress. Anything but that I knew better and did 

it anyway.

When I was in the third grade, my nicest white shirt with fitted Victorian laced sleeves,  

was ruined when I got hit with a rock at school. I had begged to wear it and my mother had 

conceded, reluctantly. After it happened my grandmother had to take me to my mother because 
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she was having her hair done. I saw my reflection in the glass door before I went in. My hair was 

matted at my temple where it had brushed up against the blood. My eyes were swollen from the 

tears, and the blood that had run down my face and onto my shirt had dried leaving flaky streaks 

down my cheeks. The blobs on my shirt were darkening to a smeared maroon mass. I rushed past 

the counter with my head ducked and went down to the stall where my mother was. She didn’t 

see me approach and I had to tug on the shiny black smock, almost unsnapping it, to get her 

attention.  

My mother had a look of confusion, concern, and humor all at the same time. “What have 

you done now? And look at what’s happened to that beautiful shirt,”  she said like she was 

holding back a laugh. 

I could feel my cheeks flush and my face get as red as the dried blood. “Are you OK?” 

she asked, like it was an afterthought, and I shook my head with more big tears welling up in my 

eyes.  “Well, I guess you’re probably gonna need some stitches.” She sounded disappointed, like 

it was something I’d done on purpose.  

Finally, I stood up although I knew my ankle was swelling and would be covered by a 

purple and green pigment in a few hours. I grabbed the arched piece and slid it into its slots. 

“You all right?” she asked in the same way she had about my head. 

“I’m fine, hand me the hammer, Mama. I’m almost done with this side.” I tried to sound 

excited but it came out more like frustration. 

Mother hunched over and yanked at the weeds beside the fourth hole. Her legs were 

muscular and tan. The veins in her arms bulged from the work. She looked young and strong 

enough to still have her own babies, but that’s when it happened. She pulled at one more weed 

and then stopped, still hunched over, and then grabbed her stomach. She didn’t say a word but 

went to her knees and looked up at me in a panic. I dropped the plastic poles at my feet and 

knelt beside her.

“Mama, what is it? What’s wrong?”  I reached for her arm. 

“I think I’m having female problems,” she said with an emphasis on the first syllable of 

female. 

“Oh.” I hesitated, “I mean, what?”  I helped her to her feet and we walked toward the 

house. Bright red blood had soaked through the seat and part of the leg of her pants and was 
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dripping onto the dirt as we walked.  I felt my face go cold and pale. 

“My periods have gotten really bad lately,” she explained, out of breath as we reached the 

door and went inside. “I’m flooding like this all the time. I think I might have to have something 

done about it.”  She went into the bathroom and closed the door. “Get me a change of clothes, 

Becky.”

I rummaged through her drawers and found a clean pair of panties and some pants. She 

cracked the door and I handed them to her. “Get my purse.”

“Do you want me to call someone, Mama?” I asked standing outside the door already 

with the phone. 

“No, just get my purse.”

When she came out of the bathroom she still couldn’t stand up straight and tears were in 

her eyes. “We’ve got to go to the hospital, Becky. I may have to have surgery.”

“What? Surgery, why?”

“I’ve been considering having a hysterectomy for a while and with all the trouble I’ve 

been having, I think I may have waited too long.”  I grabbed her arm and helped her to the car.

A nurse was hovering just inside the door when I got up to her room that night.

“Did it go all right?” I asked softly.

“She’ll be fine, no difference between a regular hysterectomy and an emergency one. Be 

quiet now, she’s still resting.” The nurse spoke in a stern whisper that probably would have 

woken my mother up before any noise that I would have made.  I sat down and pulled at a piece 

of the plastic fern by the bed. The room was cold and the window small. Stiff gray curtains hung 

past the frame in an attempt to make it look larger. The TV was off, but the room vibrated with a 

dull hum. I wanted to leave. The cinder block walls reminded me of a cell.  The only light on in 

the room was a reading light above my mother’s head, and I wondered how she could look so pale 

and sunken yet swollen at the same time. 

One of my mother’s romance novels was in the chair beside me. On the cover was a 

woman in a torn white cotton dress with ruffles that hung over one shoulder. Her hair was a 

stringy blonde that flew back from her face with the imaginary wind. She clung to the chest of a 

large man, almost twice her size, with a furrowed brow and a hand on his hip like he had been 

playing king of the mountain and won. I didn’t pick it up. 
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My mother let out a long, deep moan and opened her eyes squinting at the light overhead. 

She opened her mouth and her lips looked cracked and dry.  She reached out her hand for the cup 

with a straw hanging from it on the bedside table.  I grabbed it and held it up to her mouth.  She 

didn’t look over at me, just sucked down the water and stared up at the ceiling. When she was 

done her hand slid down over her belly resting there where I knew the bandages were under the 

thin hospital gown.  

“Mama?” I said before I realized I might startle her, but she didn’t flinch at my voice only 

raised her hand from her belly to her mouth. 

The doctor came in and smiled at me. He lifted my mother’s wrist without saying a word. 

He looked at his watch and then at my mother, then back at his watch. He put her limp hand 

back down on the bed and gave it a pat. After he gave her a quick run down of the surgery, her 

progress, and told her she would be there for about a week, he left the room. 

“Well,” she said and cleared her throat,  “I guess I’m gonna live.”

“Of course, you are, did you think you wouldn’t?” I frowned down at her. 

 “I had my doubts.” She looked up at me and dropped her hand down over her stomach 

again. “Get me that hand mirror, Becky. I want to see what they’ve done to me.” She made a 

point to show me that they had shaved off all of her pubic hair. She looked bare, stripped. They 

had sliced vertically, directly down her stomach; the cut was set deep into her skin with her belly 

swollen on either side. 

“Look at that, from my belly button down to my possibles,” she said as she held the 

mirror up over her belly.  

“I always thought it was ‘impossibles’” I interrupted.

She looked at me like I was crazy.  “Where in the world did you get that from.  I have 

never called it impossibles, Becky.” 

I shrugged. “I don’t know, Mama, maybe I just heard you wrong all these years.”

“Well, I guess it might be more appropriate now than it ever was before.”  Her eyes were 

glaring down at her stomach.  “Now, I’ve been cut into twice, had two emergency surgeries.” She 

handed the mirror back to me and smoothed down the hospital gown.

This was news to me. I may have been told before but I didn’t remember another scar. 

“The first time was from when I had you and like to have died,” she glared over the words 

like I ought to apologize. Her eyes were stern. 
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“You almost died from having me? I thought you were so happy that I was a girl and that 

you didn’t even believe them until they put my butt in your face?” This is the story I liked to 

remember. She motioned towards the brush on the night stand and I handed it to her.

She brushed through her hair, straight back, and then scrunched it with her fingers. The 

brush was still in her hand as she spoke. “I sure enough did make them put your butt in my face. 

I was so happy to finally have a little girl I couldn’t see straight. But afterwards, I had my tubes 

tied and they didn’t hold my stomach.”

“Why would they need to do that?” 

“I was coughing and they were supposed to hold my stomach so that I didn’t rupture any 

of the stitches.  Well they didn’t and I came untied and hemorrhaged.  They liked to have let me 

die.  I kept telling them that I didn’t feel right, that something was wrong.  But they didn’t 

listen.”

I interrupted. “Why didn’t they listen? Couldn’t they tell?”

“Well, you’d think so, I was swole up like a toad frog.  But they just kept telling me that 

it was normal to feel that way after having a baby or some such nonsense.  I told them that I 

knew just exactly what it was like to have a baby.  This was my third.”  She stopped and looked 

around like she had forgotten where she was, then closed her eyes to finish. “But they still 

wouldn’t listen. Finally, when the nurse came in to check my blood pressure I was damn near 

dead and they had to do emergency surgery.”

 I crossed my legs under me and sat up higher in the desk chair.

She repeated herself more slowly and with a slur, “I was bleeding to death.  Those nurses 

weren’t watchin’ me like they were supposed to.”  She handed the brush back to me and looked 

down to smooth the gown over her stomach again. “Good riddance,” she said towards her 

stomach and gave a snarl. Then she stopped and caught her breath. “Oh, Becky, I’m sorry honey. 

I didn’t. . . I mean I know that’s so insensitive of me with all that you are going through.”

My face flushed, and then drained and I imagined that I looked tear streaked and freakish 

the way I did when I showed up at the beauty shop with my bloody shirt. “What do you mean? 

I’m fine, Mama.”

“Don’t lie to me. I may not know exactly what’s going on, but I know something has 

happened. I can see it in your face, knew it as soon as you showed up with that arch.”

I hid my face then, and tried to fight back the tears and swallow away the ache in my 
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throat.  When I lifted my head again the tears came in deep drops and the words I had been 

looking for just fell out of me. “I . .  lost the baby. I screwed up, Mama, and I can’t have any 

babies.”

 She reached out and took my hand. “How is Terry taking it?” 

“I don’t know and I really don’t care!” I looked at the dark TV that was mounted on the 

wall across the room.  “I know you thought he was great, but he was a jerk, Mama. He’s gone. 

He left me when I told him I hadn’t really wanted children anyway, at least not yet.”

She let go of my hand, but I could feel her still staring at me. “What I don’t understand is 

why you didn’t tell me sooner. What were you afraid of? I mean, Becky, for Christ’s sake you’re 

the one that has to live with your life and your choices, not me. I just want you to be happy.”

“Yeah, of course, of course, you are the freaking mother of the year!”  My face 

immediately went red again as I looked over at her still swollen and sunken in her hospital bed.  

“I’m sorry, Mama, we don’t have to talk about this now. I don’t want to upset you.”

“It looks like you’re the one that’s upset, sugar.”  

“I just wanted. . .  I thought you wanted me to get married and have babies and all that.  I 

wanted to be the woman you want me to be, to be like you.”

 “What sort of woman am I? I’m not perfect.  And look at me now,” she spread out her 

arms. Then she sat up a little straighter like she had come to a sort of resolve. “Am I any 

different, because I don’t have that worn out old uterus inside of me anymore?”

“Well, no, of course. . .I . . I just wanted you to be proud of me, Mama.  I wanted to be 

able to do something right.”  I looked back at the TV like it was some friend whose face I would 

find comfort in. 

“Becky, I do not wish this for you,” she said and rested her hands at her sides. She was 

slowly losing the sunken look under her eyes, though she was still swollen. But she looked more 

beautiful, stronger I think, to me then than she had even in the garden earlier that day, pulling up 

weeds.  I wiped away my tears and leaned back in the chair beside my mother’s bed. She closed 

her eyes and leaned her head back against the pillow, her chest rising and falling in slow 

methodical waves. 

Months later she was finally able to get out and work in the yard again, but now 

everything was just about done blooming and it was almost time to get the yard ready for winter. 

43



“I want to get that arch in before it gets cold, Becky. That way next year the wisteria will just 

run up it,” she told me.  I grabbed my side of the completely assembled arch and lifted while my 

mother lifted the other side.  We angled the arch beside the holes then lifted it in. It slid in with a 

clunk and one of us had to hold it while the other packed the dirt around the poles. I volunteered 

for the dirt. 

“Get the water hose over here and wet that old clay. It’ll harden like concrete around the 

poles,” mother said, pointing towards the hose cart at the side of the house. 

After reattaching the hose to the faucet I wheeled the cart to the flower bed where the 

arch now stood with my mother’s support. The water was cool. When it hit the hard, cracked 

ground it didn’t soak in right away but splashed against my legs. 

I shoveled the mud into the holes and knelt down to pack it with drier dirt at the top.

“Becky, you are so strong,” she sucked in her bottom lip. 

“It wasn’t that heavy, Mama.”  I patted the dirt in closer to the arch.

“That’s not what I mean,” she said and let go of the arch, backing away, wiping her hands 

on her pants. “Now, that’s just right. “

“Well— what did you mean?”

She looked from the arch to me and grabbed my face with her dirty hands. She smiled. “I 

mean, honey, that I am proud of you. I would be a basket case had I had to go through what you 

have had to at your age.  I thought I had to have a man and a family. I didn’t know there was 

anything else. Then I thought that I had to stay with your father through all he put me through.”  

She shook her head. “I’m not sure I’m dealing too well with everything now, all the changes, the 

pills.”

“I’m sorry, Mama. I had no idea.” I thought about the day I miscarried and the cramps 

that woke me up at six in the morning.  For about a week afterwards all I could think about was 

sex, though I neither felt like having sex nor wanted to be anywhere near Terry. 

“Honey, don’t be sorry. I’m gonna be fine and so are you,” she smiled.

“I think my hormones are out of whack,” I said.

“Maybe you’re about to go through menopause.” She laughed and I laughed with her but 

it wasn’t because it was funny.

A floral smell still hung in the sticky air.  The garden arch was a brilliant white against the 

rough black dirt at its base and the green of the wisteria all around it. In a year or so the white 
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plastic arch would be dripping with cones of purple petals. As I walked through it I realized it 

had been an entrance, and an exit all at the same time, even though it was in the middle of the 

yard. I thought about the store bought wisteria shriveling in my own front yard and decided to 

ask her for a cutting.

“Sure, they just grow up wild around here. I couldn’t tell you how long it’s been there.” 

She got up to get the shears. After clipping a small branch with lots of leaves and an unopened 

bud, she brought it over to me. “Now, don’t say ‘thank you’ or it’ll die.”

“Why’s that?”  I took the cutting and twirled it in my hands.

She shrugged, “Old wives tale.” 
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KATY TEXAS GETS THE GIRL

I have the name my mother gave me, but that is all that I have from her.  I was born 

somewhere in Florida, but my mother was from Texas,  Paris, Texas.  She’s dead now.  My 

girlfriend, Taren, tells me that I don’t want a girlfriend, I want a mama.  Maybe she's right.

Katy Texas climbs down from The Tower— Paris, Texas’s own version of the Eiffel 

Tower.  It is smaller than the original but big enough for Katy Texas to live inside the big red 

metal cowboy hat that sits cocked at the top like a balancing act.  The mayor opened it up for her 

when she graduated from the academy, on the promise that she would keep the local Sport Bike 

Gang in check. 

Taren sits across from me in the booth, and I feel like I have tunnel vision when I look at 

her.  The long coffee house, that looks like it was built by filling in an alley between two taller 

buildings, grows longer behind her head.  She becomes larger, her black hair hanging limp at her 

shoulders, her dark eyes staring into me. “Claire, you ok, hun?” she says and then goes back to 

her paper without my answer.  She doesn’t care if it’s a mother I’m looking for.  She just likes 

the sex, she told me once and laughed.

At Joe's bar across town a woman is sitting and laughing with The Sport Bike Gang.  She 

has a tattoo of a black labrys on her right arm, the same tattoo Katy Texas has on her left arm in 

blue. Her dark hair, cropped at the shoulders, falls over her ears as her eyes, like the eyes of a 

snake, dart across the room.  She is the only woman in the bar.  She digs for her wallet to pay Joe 

for her beer and go, but Ninja, one of the gang members, puts his hand on her arm to stop her. 

“More coffee?”  The tall waitress stands over me with a steaming pot.  Her hair is 

disheveled, but her make-up is perfect, like a model’s.  I nod for her to pour me more and push 

my cup to the edge of the table.  The waitress’s hand shakes as she pours my coffee.  I am afraid 

she will drip on my drawings, but not a drop goes outside the cup.  I smile up at her and she goes 

on to the next table.  Taren raises her eyebrows at me and looks back at her paper once more.
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 The rest of the coffee house is full, each booth with a separate patron hiding, like Taren, 

behind a book or a newspaper.  It’s the warmest place to be this Friday morning.  The snow has 

just begun to fall in oversized flakes, and through the picture window that takes up the whole of 

the front wall I can see it swirl like dust across the sidewalk and onto my Saturn parked just out 

front.  

Katy Texas slides onto her new Harley. The body is blue and red with a single star on 

each side.  Its chrome handlebars sparkle as she runs her hands over them.  “Nrutas,” she says 

and the bike purrs through the muffler. “That’s a great name for ya, babe.”  She pulls back her 

slick red hair and slides on the ratty army helmet she’s had since she was in the academy.  She 

won’t give it up, though it’s the only thing that doesn’t match.  Ms. Wonder gave it to her the first 

time she made all the curves on the racing course without falling over.  Superheroes can be 

sentimental too, she thinks. 

Katy Texas leans the bike over and swings up the kick stand with her silver spurs.  Her 

red leather whip is tied snugly to her side with a matching silver studded belt.  The rest of her suit 

is blue leather, even her boots, cowboy boots, not biker boots.  Her pants and tight sleeveless 

shirt stretch and creak, the way leather always does, as she starts up Nrutas.  

“KT, you there?  KT, come in,”  Joe’s voice crackles through the CB.

“Yeah, I’m just on my way there. What’s up?”

“The Sport Bike Gang are already here.  Early this time.  And they’ve cornered some 

woman.  She looks tough, but the gang has something up their sleeves.  I can feel it.” 

Katy Texas revs up the engine. “I’m on my way.”  She spins out of The Tower driveway 

and gravel clinks against the metal structure.  The hot Texas air wisps over her body and curls in 

a mini dust storm behind her as she speeds down the road.

The falling snow is calming, really, but I am glad I am in here and not standing in the wind, 

the wet flakes sticking to my coat. 

“I bet it never snows like this in Texas,”  I say but Taren just nods and keeps to the 

paper.  I just got back from Texas, where I was looking for my mother and found only a 

gravestone.  My adopted parents weren’t surprised that I wanted to do it. I was always curious, 

they told me.  They are good wholesome midwesterners and have pretty much let me do as I 
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pleased since the day they took me in, written everything off as something I got from my birth 

parents, nothing they could do about it.  They even told me how to look for my mother.  They 

had her name from the birth certificate, having never changed the original.  

In Paris, I found my uncle.  He had never left Texas and when I spoke to him he was kind 

and gentle, if a bit distant.  He had coarse sandy hair like mine and dark blue eyes.  He told me I 

have my mother’s eyes, hazel with a dark ring around the outside, “eyes like a snake” he teased 

as I sat down at the diner with him.  

The woman with the snake eyes and labrys tattoo tries to pull her arm away from Ninja 

but he will not budge.  He hands her a beer, and her dark eyebrows arch down in anger. She 

pushes it away.  The other gang members approach her, coo over her, as if to calm her down.  

She doesn't buy it. 

Taren looks over her paper when I talk about meeting my uncle.  "He said my mother had 

been gone for three years.  He said it was suicide, but wouldn’t tell me anything about it.  She’d 

had another daughter almost ten years younger than myself.  Can you believe it?"

Taren shakes her head and puts her hand on top of mine. "Did you get to meet her?"

"No. That's the really sad thing.  He said she was in a home, or something, been there ever 

since Harriet, my mother, did it.  And he was so nonchalant it gave me the creeps.  He just 

shoveled the scrambled eggs into his mouth and looked over my shoulder.  When he finished the 

meal I thanked him and went to the cemetery by myself."

'That's really creepy," Taren tried to sound sympathetic, but I could tell she'd rather be 

reading the paper.  

The scenery flashes past Katy Texas like a slide show. The white marble fountain with the 

crystal clear water flowing over its sides, the old Gibraltar Hotel, regal in structure but vacant 

now and boarded up, the cemetery with its oversized headstones like monuments to a president 

are blurs in Katy Texas's peripheral vision.  Her eyes are fixed on the road.

 

The cemetery was old with huge headstones, like statues really, with a layer of moss and 

mold towering above the smaller ones, new and shining in the sunlight.  I passed a statue of Jesus 
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carrying the cross.  Underneath his long, Jesus robe, he had on a pair of cowboy boots.  I had to 

chuckle.  When I got to my mother’s headstone it was almost a letdown.  Just a small rectangular 

stone set into the ground instead of upright.  It had a vase on either side of it, both empty, and I 

was glad that I had brought flowers though I knew they wouldn’t last long in the heat.  As I was 

placing the bouquet of what looked like wild flowers in the vases I began to cry.  It surprised me; 

I hadn’t been prepared to cry.  I didn’t even have a tissue on me and had to wipe my face with 

my shirt sleeve.  I smoothed my hand over her name and dusted the black dirt off the stone.  

"Why hadn’t I asked about her three years earlier?  I couldn’t help but think that I could 

have saved her."

"What could you have done?" Taren takes her hand away and grabs her coffee cup.

In the parking lot Katy Texas kicks the broken glass away from everyone’s tires.  With a 

half strut she walks over to the row of sport bikes. Five bikes are lined up under the sloppy spray 

painted “Thrashers” sign across the back of the bar.  She unlatches the spurs from her boots, 

clicks them together to program the freeze mechanism onto the bikes.

“That oughtta hold em’ a while,” she whispers and reattaches the spurs. 

With her helmet under her arm, Katy Texas slinks into the biker bar through the back 

door and finds a spot next to a man in worn blue jeans and a T-shirt with strings hanging from 

where the sleeves had once been attached.  Tattooed on one arm is a blond with big breasts and 

leather underwear standing like a warrior. 

“Nice tattoo,” Katy Texas tells him trying to avoid eye contact with the Sport Bike Gang 

throwing darts on the other side of the bar, but she sees the woman and tries to get her attention.  

The woman is sitting with her back to the wall, slumping her shoulders and making herself small 

on the barstool.  She is fidgeting and glancing up at the door after every dart thrown. 

The man beside Katy Texas glances down at her spurs and runs his eyes the whole length 

of her.  When he reaches her face he gives a sort of snort and grunts, “Nice outfit,” with a 

sarcasm that hushes the crowd enough for Katy to give a less distracting whistle for a drink 

instead of her usual rip roaring two fingered whistle.

 Joe slings a Jack and Coke down in front of her.  She turns it up, letting the ice slap 

against her teeth.  She grabs a chunk in her jaws and crunches it, looking across the room at the 

Sport Bikers downing their forth pitcher of beer.  No Neck takes the woman’s glass and pulls 
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something from his pocket, puts it into the glass and then swirls it around.  He sets it in front of 

the woman and pushes it towards her again, smiling.   She clinches her jaw and grabs the beer, 

holding it but not drinking it, yet.

“So,” Taren folds up the newspaper and pushes it aside, ready to talk, but ready to 

change the subject.

I am startled, but I look up at her trying to void my face of an expression.

“Have you figured out yet what happens to KT?”  Taren reaches for the drawings, and I 

pull them away.  She has never been curious about them before, and now I wish I hadn’t 

mentioned my problem with the ending earlier this morning when we sat down in the booth. 

“No,” I tell her and hoard them up under my arms.  “But you know how I am.  I don’t 

like anyone to see them before they go to print.”

“I just thought that maybe a different pair of eyes could help you come up with some 

ideas, that’s all, not trying to be nosy or interfere with your ‘art’ or anything.”   She told me on 

our first date, a French fry hanging from her mouth like a cigarette, that she had never read comic 

books, never had an interest, but thought it nice that there was a lesbian comic book out there.  I 

had been impressed and relieved by her honesty.  

“I’ll figure it out.  I still have until tomorrow.”  I try to appear casual and confident, but I 

know that my face says that I am a big ball of stress.  And I know that it is mucking up her day, 

the only day she has off this week.  I smooth out the drawings in front of me, and she glances at 

the top one, turning her head slightly so she won’t have to read upside down, and glancing back 

at me sheepishly, testing me this time. 

“That’s a beautiful girl you got there. Who’s she?”  

I redden and hesitate.  But I don’t want to explain.  I let go my hold on the drawings, and 

she pulls them from me.  

Katy Texas turns on the barstool towards the jukebox.  Her lasso’s metallic blue threads 

sparkle as she jerks it out and whips it. The CD playing a slow metal riff skips, stops and the box 

begins to play the chorus to “All My Exes Live in Texas,” Katy Texas’s battle song.  The bar is 

quiet except for the song, and the Sport Bike Gang turns toward Katy Texas. 
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Taren glances over the drawings quickly and squints at the captions.  Her dark hair falls 

over her shoulder and dangles toward the table between us.  I motion for the waitress to return 

with more coffee, decaf this time, and shake the handful of sugar packets to line up the sugar in 

one end before I open them and pour them into the coffee.  Taren looks up at me and my 

stomach lurches.  But she is only annoyed at the noise I'm making and shakes her head at my 

third cup of coffee.

"It's decaf," I plead, and she goes back to the drawings.

“It’s time to cut ‘em off, Joe," Katy Texas yells.  The man at the bar slips out the back with 

a few of the more gutless Sport Bikers, but Crotch Rocket and two of his bigger guys, No-Neck 

and Ninja, turn to Katy Texas.  They are red faced and veiny and walking toward her in slow 

motion.

“Katy, girl, why you gonna come in here and start prancin’ around with that country crap 

on the jukebox box? Can’t you see we were here first? And we got a fine little lady to entertain 

tonight.”

The “little lady” was slouching lower and lower into her chair and nervously reaching for 

the beer just poured for her. 

“Stop! Don’t drink that!” Katy Texas yells to the woman.

The woman puts it down, eyes wide but still holding a trace of anger. 

“All right now, Katy, you messin’ with the wrong crowd tonight.” Crotch Rocket, Ninja 

and No Neck start pumping air into their chests. 

“Yeah, yeah, and you know better than to mess with me. Just because you're bored don’t 

mean you gotta go round druggin' women.  What the hell’d you give her anyway?” 

"Is this suppose to be the date rape drug or just some sort of recreational superhero 

thing?" Taren asks, not looking up from the drawing.

"What do you think it is?" I grin.

Taren rolls her eyes at me. "Well, if I knew I wouldn't ask, now would I? I think this is 

something that should be clear.  Either you are making a statement or you aren't. Your readers 

will want to know, don't you think?" 

"No. It's a comic book, for God's sake, not a feminist critique of one."
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"Yes, but it's a comic book about a lesbian superhero.  That, my love is already a feminist 

critique. You can't say you didn't realize this." 

Great, I think, my girlfriend is trying to analyze me through my stinking comic book. But 

she has a point, and I can't argue it down anymore.  I let out a sigh and concede to her question. 

"Ok, yes it's a superhero thing, a weapon, if you will.  But it could represent a comment on those 

rave drugs folks around here are so fond of these days.  And I don't think I need to spell that 

out."

The woman is glassy eyed and dazed, slouching more and more on the stool.  Katy Texas 

starts over toward the woman, realizing that she hadn’t stopped her from drinking any of the 

beer. Crotch Rocket steps in front of Katy Texas, fists clinched. The other two grab their pitchers, 

chug them down for fuel, and surround the woman.

Crotch Rocket reaches out for Katy Texas’s throat. She whips her lasso around his wrist 

and turns his arm around his back.  He stumbles and she pushes him over.  She has him held 

over the bar, both hands behind his back. 

“Joe, call the Wagon. Tell them to get over here and pick up these slime balls!” Katy 

Texas yells holding Crotch Rocket down.  The other two, all puffed up now, fists as big as boxing 

gloves and chests out like peacocks, leave the woman and head for Katy Texas.  She kicks and 

spins her spurs  freezing them, though she knows it won't last long on them the way it does on 

their bikes.

“You just wait, Katy Texas. You can’t hold me forever. I’m gonna raise hell tonight!” 

Crotch Rocket twists his hands and is almost free of the lasso. Katy Texas holds him with all her 

weight.

“They’re on their way, and I’ve locked the doors!” Joe yells from the back and then leaps 

over the bar. Crotch Rocket gets one hand free, bangs his fist on the bar.

 Joe hits the ground and crawls over to the woman who’s almost fallen off the stool. “Katy 

Texas, I’ve got the girl.”  He pulls her arm around his shoulder and helps her to the back of the 

bar. “Just don’t let ‘em fuck up the bar again. I can’t afford it this time!” he yells from the back.

“Miss Texas won’t be able to save your bar or anything else. She’s just a girl!” 

Katy Texas pulls his arm up harder, but Crotch Rocket gives out a wicked laugh and gets 

the other hand free. He reaches back at Katy Texas, who’s still holding him down with her weight, 
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and grabs at her. 

Katy Texas jumps back, startled, “Watch it you creep!”  But then she loops her lasso out 

and circles it above her head. Like a hypnotic watch the swish of the motion silences their 

movements and the three Sport Bikers watch it sling round and round. She cracks it out and 

ropes it around them. They are trapped like three calves. She pulls them to the ground and drags 

them to the door. 

Her Cab Wagon crew has just arrived and busts through taking them from her and 

loading them.  Crotch Rocket yells from the wagon window,“You can’t keep me locked up!” 

“Well, hell, honey, what else is there to do in this issue? The woman is safe, the gang is 

locked up and the bar is saved. The end.”  Taren hands the sketches back. "By the way, I'm not 

sure how "saving" the woman is going to go over.  And I kinda resent it a bit."

Here we go. I brace myself.  "Don't we all need saving from time to time?  I mean my 

God, I don't have a big man coming in to save the day, do I?" I pull the drawings back to my side 

of the booth and run my finger over the cover drawing of Katy Texas swinging by her lasso 

around the top of The Tower, Nrutas puffing smoke rings at the bottom of the page.  I feel 

deflated and let out a long sigh to show it.  As much as I didn’t want her to see it, I wanted her to 

get it. 

"Oh, Claire, are you still obsessing about your mother?  For Christ's sake go down there 

again and find your sister or more family or something and let it go.  No amount of my mothering 

is gonna help you here."  This was not what I wanted her to get. 

"The girl may look a lot like you but she is not you, Taren, and I am not Katy Texas, 

neither of us are.  It's a comic book, not real life, but I can't avoid some similarities.  It's what I 

know," my voice is loud but cracking, and the man in the booth behind Taren looks up briefly 

from his notebook then scribbles something down.

"Fine, fine, calm down. What can I do then?"  Taren reaches for the drawings again but I 

will not budge this time.

I smooth them down and put them away. “I just need one more scene, something to keep 

my readers coming back for the next issue.”   

"Why don't they hook up then?  I mean, you've got all that violence—"

"Yes, but no blood and guts. My publishers have been out for blood, literally, since day 
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one and I've resisted.  Now you want me go completely the other way with romance?" I cluck.

"No, I mean, why not add some sex.  That should keep it interesting," she laughs and 

takes out a cigarette. 

  "I'm not really into erotica comics. That's a whole other genre."  

We leave the coffee house after Taren's cigarette and go back home.

The wagon doors are closed and Katy Texas kicks the line of Sport Bikes. They fall like 

dominoes.  She puts on her helmet and whistles for Nrutas. Nrutas peels out and the gravel flies 

sideways as it skids to a stop right in front of her.  "Wait here a sec, Nrutas.  I'll be right back."  

Katy Texas pulls off her helmet and goes back into the bar.

  I readjust the bed pillows behind my back and pick up a black pencil to start in on the 

last scene.  I've been awake since dawn, I think, but Taren is still snoozing hard.  She is sprawled 

out and only halfway under the blankets, the pale skin of her breasts and stomach brighten in the 

sunlight.  One leg is slightly hanging over the side of the bed.  I frown down at Taren’s casual 

arrangement but lean over to kiss her. Taren slings her arm, limp with sleep, around my neck and 

pulls me down. Taren gives a small playful thrust of her hips.

“We’re mushing my sketches, ya know,” I tell her.

“Working again, huh?” Taren laces the fingers of her free hand in mine.

“Well, if I’m ever gonna get this sex scene you want in there I’ve got to get started.”

“Just give me an hour, and I’ll give you plenty of material.” Taren grins and wraps her 

hanging leg around my waist. 

I give Taren an abrupt kiss on the cheek, and she pushes herself up. “I think you already 

have.”

“Are you upset I stayed the night again?”  Taren pushes her head back into the pillow as 

if to get a better look at me. “I told you yesterday I’d go home, but I thought you wanted me 

here to help you out.”

“No— I didn’t want Katy Texas to—”  I catch myself and look down at the crinkled 

sketch paper under her knee. 

“What the hell are we talking about, the comic or us?”  

 “What? Oh, I’m just— I’ve just gotta get this issue done so I can take it in.”
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“Whatever.  I’m hittin’ the shower.” Taren wiggles out from under me and stands beside 

the bed casually as if she is fully clothed. “You sure you don’t want to join me?” she asks and 

leans over to kiss me again.

“I’m clean enough.”

“No shit.” Taren grabs her robe from the back of the chair at the drafting table and goes 

into the adjoining bathroom. 

I frown to myself and fall over to my back.  I pull the half drawn sketch from under my 

leg and hold it up over my head.  It would still be sloppy, I realize now, even without the 

creases.  I rip up the sketch and push off the bed.  I pick up the brush on the vanity table to pull 

it over and over through my hair.  I can hear Taren gargle and then spit into the sink. 

“Shit, Claire. Did you just toss the sketch you've been drawing for like five hours? What 

the hell was wrong with it this time?" Taren taps her tooth brush on the sink and puts it back in 

her bag. 

I yank harder at my hair but don't respond. 

“Calm down before you rip your hair out. Have you been taking your B-6?”  Taren’s 

voice is jovial.

“Fuck off!” I turn and glare at Taren.

Taren puts her hands on the sink and turns to me with her mouth open. “Listen, I know 

you’re stressed.  Let me get a shower, and we can sit and brainstorm.  I’ll help you color in the 

sketches or something.  You’ll get it done.”

“I don’t need your help, Taren.  Leave my work out of this— it’s got nothing to do with 

you!” 

Taren looks like she wants to say something sarcastic but turns to the tub and runs the 

water instead.  I slam down the brush and gather what’s left of my sketches on the bed.  

“Besides, you’ve done enough already,”  I mumble but Taren is in the shower, and I know she 

doesn't hear. 

Katy Texas finds Joe in the back leaning over the woman, slapping her face.

"What are you doing?" She squats down beside him.

"She passed out, KT, I thought I'd try to revive her."

"Here." Katy Texas reaches in her back pocket and pulls out a vile of purple liquid.  She 
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shakes it up. "Hold her mouth open, Joe."  She opens the vile and pours the liquid in.  The 

woman coughs and spits, struggling and then sits up.  Joe goes for some water.  She is still a bit 

dazed, but relieved when she sees Katy Texas. 

"I've heard about you.  But I have to say, I never believed it." She looks at Katy Texas and 

smiles. "And good looking too."

"What did you imagine, some giant muscle woman, the likes of which would hang with the 

Sport Bikers?"

"I guess," the woman laughs and holds out her hand. "I'm Jacqueline." 

Just as Katy Texas reaches for her hand, her CB goes off. 

"KT, KT you gotta get back, I don't think the boys are going to stay put tonight."

I finish up the sketches, rough as they may be, and am pleased with the cliff hanger.  I 

even have a vision for the title, "Katy Texas Gets the Girl." 

Ha! I can leave out the sex scene after all. This isn’t a porn comic for God’s sake. Why 

the hell was I listening to her anyway? I put down my pencil.  I crack the door to the bathroom 

where Taren is still showering. “Is there going to be any hot water left in all of Lincoln when 

you’re done?”  

“Well, you’re in a better mood,” Taren yells over the sound of the rushing water. “I just 

thought I’d give you plenty of time to calm down.  Shut the door.  I’m shaving my legs!”

In the bathroom I put down the lid on the toilet for a seat. Through the clear shower 

curtain Taren is pulling the razor over her propped up leg in slow seductive strokes.

“How can you do that standing up?” 

“Come in and I’ll show you.” Taren stops and stands looking directly down at me.

“No, I still have to check over the sketches.” 

“Did you finish the scene.”

“Yeah, I kinda left it at a cliff hanger— keeps them reading.”

"Did you go with my idea?"

"Not really," I laugh and stand up.

“I’ll be out in a minute and— well if you want, that is, I’ll help you put them together.” 

Taren starts on the other leg, flipping the razor to shake off the soap after each stroke.

I leave the bathroom and walk over to the drafting table.  When I flip through the sketches 
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again, I find something odd underneath the last page.  It goes on and on.  There are pages and 

pages that I don't remember doing.  My gut feels like it jumps through my heart.

“Taren!”

Taren is out of the shower and has her towel loosely draped around her waist as she steps 

into the bedroom. “What?” 

 “Didn’t I tell you that I didn’t need your help?”

 Taren looks confused. “What are you talking about? ”

“I didn’t write this.  And I have to take it in today. Other people will be reading it today 

before it goes to press!"  I am panicky, and my voice falters.

“Let me see that.” Taren takes the sketches and sits on the bed to read the entire scene.

Crotch Rocket sits motionless in the maroon La-Z-Boy in the middle of the Pit. His eyes 

are glassy and his mouth is open. He’s wearing what’s left of an undershirt that seems to be 

rotting away. There are two TVs in front of him and one on either side, they are all big seventies 

models. The Sport Biker Gang is laying dead at his feet on the gray floor. His ribs poke through 

the holes in his shirt, and his stomach is swollen and rounded. 

A smooth voice drones from the woman on the TV and Crotch Rocket is entranced by her 

eyes, eyes like a snake. It is Jacqueline, but her arms are bigger, with more tattoos, and her skin 

is gray with touches of green and blue like water color on an undeveloped picture.

“Those eyes, they pierce the soul,” Crotch Rocket says over and over. 

Jacqueline begins to take on a fleshy look and reaches through the TV directly in front of 

Crotch Rocket.  Her hair is past her shoulders now and dirty, greasy. Strands of black hair fall 

over one eye and she resembles Katy Texas for a second in her dark leather suit and firm 

muscles.  She grabs Crotch Rocket by the shirt. “You will never escape me. Katy Texas was too 

soft on you. Meet the new law of the land.”  She clinches her teeth and starts to shake Crotch 

Rocket.  A large metal fist grows out of her arm and drops onto him. Crotch Rocket falls to his 

knees and everything goes black.

When he wakes, his hands are tied to the bottom of The Tower, which is shifting. The 

tower is being pulled out of the ground.  Crotch Rocket hangs by his hands—his feet dangle.  He 

is a story above the ground spitting out dirt before he sees the crane latched onto the top of the 

cowboy hat.  The hat has been spray painted a putrid green and there is a labrys painted in black 
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on the top.  The metal creaks and moans and Crotch Rocket moans with it.  

Nrutas rumbles onto the scene. Katy Texas rides up shouting something, but Crotch 

Rocket can’t hear her.  She attaches her lasso to the bottom of the Tower and is pulling, Nrutas 

revving and kicking up dust under her.

Taren looks up after reading the ending. “It’s ok. A bit gory, which I thought you were 

resisting, but ok.  So is this Jacqueline a new villain now?”  Taren's voice is sarcastic but her eyes 

say she is hurt. 

“Well, you wrote it, I didn’t.”  I slam my hands on the drafting table and bite at my lip.

“You’ve lost it. I wouldn’t write that— ” Taren stops and takes a breath. “Do you not 

remember climbing out of bed last night and working? Maybe you wrote it half asleep or 

something. ”

“I don’t care how asleep I was, I don’t write bloody comics.  Katy Texas is not about 

murder and mind control.  And I did not want a female villain, it's. . . it's cliché, besides, I thought 

you wanted them to hook up.” 

“I swear Claire, I didn't do this.  I wouldn't try to help you if you didn't want my help.”

“Yeah, right!” I yank the comic book out of Taren’s hands.

“What are you saying?” Taren crinkles her dark brows at me.

“You’re nothing like — I expected—I mean—” I stutter over my words, realizing what I 

am saying.  I am not sure what I expected from Taren, in fiction or in real life, and glimpses of 

crawling out of bed in the middle of the night, scribbling over the comic, are streaming in my mind 

like a mini movie.  A sense of dread about what I have done, about how much of myself is really 

in this scene, floods over me.  I am nauseous, but I am still angry.  I don't want to give in. 

Taren grabs my arm and tries to pull me close to her.

“Let go of me!” I scream and pull my arm away. “You cannot control me!” 

Taren throws up her hands and backs away. “Listen, if you want out of the relationship 

just say so. I’m not Katy Texas, or Jacqueline, not even your mother, for God’s sake.  I cannot 

rescue you and I’m certainly not trying to control you, if that's what you’re so afraid of.” Taren 

puts her hand on mine that has balled into a fist on the drafting table. I look straight ahead, not at 

Taren, and tears roll down my face. Taren wipes my cheek. “I know this has moved pretty fast.  

I’ll just get my stuff, and you can call me whenever you want to see me again.” Taren takes her 
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hand away and I put my head down on the table.  I hear the muffled sound of the door shutting 

behind her when she walks out. 

Katy Texas sags in her grip when she sees the graffiti on The Tower, but she doesn't let 

go.  Crotch Rocket is dangling and yelling down at her, and she realizes that it wasn't him this 

time.  She can hear Jacqueline laughing and is so startled to see her in the crane that she stumbles 

backwards off of Nrutas. The lasso has an unraveling snag that snaps. The Tower slips through 

her fingers. Katy Texas falls onto her back.  The Tower swings back and forth like it's about to 

fall on top of her. . .
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THE PALACE BLUES

This wasn’t the first time I snuck into Jimmy Small’s dressed like a boy, but it was 

getting harder and harder to flatten my chest.  I was fifteen, and I had been coming in since I was 

eleven.  Back then Mama didn’t allow me to wear my school dresses out in the street anyways, 

so I just naturally looked like a boy in my brown hand-me-down trousers and suspenders.  Truth 

be told, it was getting almost impossible not to put on those hand-me-downs, latch my thumbs at 

my pockets and stroll down 47th Street.  The day I first heard a trombone wail like someone was 

crying and screaming for joy all at the same time it became an absolute necessity.  I stopped 

kicking the stones around in the dirt outside my grandfather’s shop and walked the block and a 

half down to Small’s.  It was one of those places they called “lap joints” on the corner of State 

Street and East 47th.  I remembered that it had been a storefront a few years back, but it closed 

and the windows were boarded up with rotted plywood.  It was shabby and run down, with its 

tin overhang and dirt floor.  But Jimmy Small built a smooth cherry bar that wrapped around the 

back with matching stools and set makeshift tables along the side walls. Soon enough he raised a 

stage and painted a sign out front pronouncing it “The Palace Cafe.”  

Tonight there was a crowd of people standing around the side door smoking cigarettes and 

pushing down on each other’s shoulders to see into the building.  I didn’t have any problem 

getting in the front door, though, since no one was standing there, and once I was inside no one 

questioned me, maybe because I was just a boy, maybe because I was white— I really don't 

know.  I sure wasn’t the only white person there.  Plenty of rich folks come to “slum it” down 

on the Southside and plenty of folks like me just liked the music.  Most all of them were men 

though.  The women, the white women, came in fanning themselves with their little feathers 

around their necks, slinging their hats and gloves off in the heat.  They stood and swayed, 

sometimes fainted, but they were always wide-eyed and sheepish.  They got drunk on the 

bathtub gin Small sold to them at hiked prices.  They left early, before their wax faces slid off and 

before the show really got good.  I knew better than to act like that.  I’d be thrown out for sure, 

white or not, young as I was.  And I was not going home early.  The heat in the club was so thick 

it crept up to my neck and puddled sweat at my brow, but it was better than my mama’s 

suffocating kitchen.  So when the singer took the stage I was wide eyed, but I wasn’t sheepish 
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and couldn’t have fainted even if someone had knocked me over the head.  All I could see was 

her; all I could hear was her voice like a hot horn vibrating through my chest and into my 

stomach. 

I stood on a stool, dead center but in the back by the bar holding on to a support pole.  I 

could barely see over the black bobbing heads in front of me, and the men at the bar kept 

stumbling into my stool thinking it was empty.  But I stayed on even when it shook under my 

feet each time she moaned a chorus.  I wanted to reach out, touch the gown that clung at her 

shoulders but exposed her healthy arms, soft collar bones and the shadow between her breasts. 

The gown was floor length, satiny white, and it sparkled against her deep black skin like it was 

covered in diamonds.  She had a matching band around her head that flared at the neck.  Her hair 

hung in shiny tight ringlets all around the band and almost touched her broad rounded shoulders.  

I had never seen a woman this way before—loud and in control, in charge, tough and beautiful.  

That was what I wanted.  I wanted to be like her.  But more than that I wanted to be near her, to 

touch her—make sure she was real.  I wanted her. 

The band was piled in a sweaty heap behind her, but every last one of them was dressed 

in a crisp black suit.  The only one I really made out clearly was the pianist beside her.  He was 

thinner and softer looking than her, and his hands were like skin covered bones moving across the 

keys.  The clanging of the notes brought her voice to a vibrating boom that sent the cafe into a 

frenzy.  Men hooted and hollered like it was a nudy show and the women, the black women, 

wailed with her, raising their hands in acknowledgment.  The last song she sang sent a warm rush 

from my stomach to between my thighs and I almost buckled at the knee.  It was like no other 

music I had every heard, and I felt like she was singing it right to me.  It was what the Negroes 

called “the blues,” the real blues, not like the guys who came around jazzing the club every 

weekend.  They didn’t have that moan, that ability to bewitch the crowd.  They didn’t have her: 

Jean Bailey. 

At the end of the song she bowed at the waist like a man and this deepened her cleavage. 

The crowd whooped again and I couldn’t help it, I let out a whoop, a deep belly whoop.  I felt 

my face flush crimson, but I craned my neck all the same to watch her leave the stage and make 

her way through the crowd splitting for her like a curtain all the way to the wrap around bar 

behind me.  She caught my stare, gave me a wink and turned to the bar. 

 “Jimmy, you know what I want.” Even her speaking voice was loud and drawn out.  I 
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couldn’t help but keep listening and watching.  Before she got her drink she turned to look at me 

again, confused like, with squinted eyes, at me in my trousers, my suspenders.  Suddenly I 

imagined that my breasts had come loose from the gauze I wrapped them in, that they were 

forcing my suspenders to round out at the chest, bow toward my armpits.  I slunk down onto 

my stool, crossed my arms and tucked my hands underneath my armpits.  As I squeezed through 

the crowd by the door I heard her talking to Jimmy Small, still loud, still smooth.

“You better shut it up, Jimmy, or I’ll leave now and never come back to this shithole.”   I 

wanted to go back then, beg her to stay whatever the trouble was with Jimmy Small, but it was 

too late.  I was being crowded out the door and into the street. 

The next morning came much too early, and all I wanted to do was lie in bed, smoke 

cigarettes and think about Jean Bailey. 

 “Frankie . . . Frankie . . . Dorothy Frances Copeland! You get outta that bed right this 

instant!” Mama screamed from the bottom of the stairs.  I rolled over and grabbed the ledge of the 

window to pull it closed.  The butt of my cigarette was still smoldering so I couldn’t throw it out 

yet.  I fanned at the open window in my pajamas until I heard the creaking of the last step near 

the top of the staircase.  I spit on my finger, rubbed it around the end of the butt then tossed it 

out.  The window went down with a bang, but mama had already begun banging her cane against 

the door frame. 

“Now get dressed.  You’ve got to get down to the shop.  Your grandpa’s too old to do it 

by himself, what with that order . . .”  She was too out of breath to finish her sentence.  My 

mama was a cripple, had been ever since she was a child.  Her left leg was shorter than the other 

and her hip higher on one side.  In the last few years arthritis had made getting around near 

impossible.  She’d quit helping out at Grandpa’s shop about a year ago and stayed at home 

primarily on the first floor.  Except she insisted on climbing the stairs each and every morning to 

get me out of bed.  I even began to wake up early to beat her to it.  But she heard me creaking 

around and came anyway, hollering over her pounding cane, afraid I’d leave without breakfast, 

sneak away into the day. 

She stood in the doorway watching me get dressed, her head following me as I walked 

back and forth across the room. “What you got that old raggedy dress on for? You gotta tend the 

counter today.” 

I pulled out my good dress, the white one with the blue around the collar.  I let out a long 
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sigh.  It would be dingy and gray by the time I got home.  I would have to soak it in bleach.  I 

never had much luck recovering a garment from that, mainly because I always left it in too long. 

The bleach would eat big holes in it like a rat had been gnawing on it for days.  But I remembered 

that my trousers were already tucked in my satchel and was relieved at the thought of changing 

into those when I got there.  I pulled the dress over my head and turned to face my mother.

“Much better, dear.”

“I don't know when I’ll be home, Mama. If it’s too late I may stay there,” I told her 

spraying a bit of perfume across my neck.  After all it was the twenties and I was almost grown. 

“You gonna smell like a French whore, you keep dousing that stuff on.  Why do you need 

to smell good anyway? You just going to play maid for a bunch of Neee-gros.” Her face dropped 

like she had just remembered where I was going.  Mama liked that I helped Grandpa but hated 

what I did down there.  It was something she had always been embarrassed about, and I suppose 

drawing out the Ne in Negro made her feel better about it, like that extra syllable placed more 

space between her and them.

My grandfather ran a small grocery store on State Street with apartments above it.  He 

rented these out mostly to Negroes passing through to go further north or visiting relatives who 

had come as far as they were coming.  Most white folks didn’t rent out to blacks in those days. 

Grandpa didn’t mind, and he didn’t pay any attention to what Mama thought.  He said, “We’re 

descendants of abolitionists after all.”  I was always proud of that.  The way he said it made me 

proud, and I could picture the tunnel where the underground railroad must have run.  I saw a 

rounded out mud tunnel, dark clay with a train track running down the middle.  I could see my 

grandpa, in his dark brown suit, helping black folks in tattered clothes and scarred backs board 

the train to freedom.  I thought this was one of my finest, most progressive dreams. 

When my grandfather asked me if I would help him with the store and keep the 

apartments clean, I was more than willing.  It meant that I didn’t have to walk up and down State 

Street kicking up the dirt by myself everyday, or, worse, staying at home knitting or cooking 

with Mama.  It meant that I might find some little something left behind, a reed a player had 

broken the night before, a scarf from one of the women, something exciting.  It also meant that I 

might get to talk to one of the boarders, see where they were from, where they were going. So in 

the summer, I loved to keep these apartments cleaned and scrubbed down after people had come 

through. But it wasn’t my job, really.  It was Cora’s. 
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“What are you up to, Frankie?” Cora asked and tossed a handful of rags into the cleaning 

bucket. “You smell something awful and Lord if you ain’t got on your best dress.” 

“Mama made me wear it, said I needed to help at the counter today.”  My face was as red 

as her head wrap. 

Cora was Grandpa’s hired help, an old black woman he had known growing up.  She 

spoke with a Jamaican accent and wrapped her head up completely every day.  I never saw her 

hair, and I never asked to.  Once I had asked about Jamaica, and Cora sucked in her bottom lip 

and clenched her jaw.  I thought she’d slap me for sure, but she just walked away, cowardly like, 

as if I hadn’t even asked.  I didn’t figure I’d get much further about the hair.  Working with Cora 

was all right though.  She let me act like it was my job, in the summer at least, after I begged long 

enough, but she was always there to tell me if I wasn’t doing it to suit her.  “Get outta here 

child,” she’d say. “Go on down to help tend the counter.”  I hated to work at the counter, hated 

to have to count back money.  I hadn’t paid much attention when Grandpa showed me how to do 

it, and besides it was dirtier than any sheet I ever had to change.  So with this I would sulk out 

into the alley and listen for horns. 

“Naw, not today, sugar.”  I hadn’t seen Grandpa come in. We were standing by the sink 

in the back, and I had just put my satchel on the ground by my feet.  His deep growl startled me, 

and I jumped around to face him.  He already had his store apron on over his button up and 

trousers.  He almost never wore a jacket anymore. “That order ain’t come in yet and nobody’s 

awake around here yet anyway. You go on up with Cora today, but don’t you step foot in a 

room unless Cora tells you its ok. There’s people ain’t left yet.”

I grabbed my satchel and hurried up the stairs behind Cora. “Miss Cora, what’s he talking 

about ‘people ain’t left yet’? Who’s here?” I didn’t even know someone had checked in the night 

before.  When I left, following the music, it was pretty near empty.  Excited, I imagined someone 

came in late in the evening, had been traveling all day, was worn down to nothing, rags and a 

knapsack.  I could see his dirty britches and hands from the road.  I could smell the sweat and oil 

from the car.  He would have some stories to tell for sure.

“It’s some ol’ raunchy singer stayed here after no one else would let her in.  I can’t 

believe your grandpa even let her on the doorstep.  Said she’d only be here one night and then she 

was off to Harlem to sing at the Apollo.  Like I’d believe alla dat nonsense.”  Cora rambled on 

about how late it had been and how the singer had stunk of gin and cigarettes.  I froze but tried 
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not to look frozen.  I knew exactly who she was talking about, but I couldn’t let on that I knew. 

Cora would be so ashamed that I had been down to “that ol’ nasty place where young ladies 

don’t belong” that she might just tell Grandpa who might just tell my mother, and both might 

never let me come downtown again.  I had a lot of freedom now, but that was because they had 

no idea what I did with my time.  They thought I worked and then went straight home or to a 

friend’s. Grandpa and Mama didn’t talk much, and when they did, my comings and goings were 

the last thing they wanted to discuss.  Besides, I had grown up here.  They were confident I 

wouldn’t go anywhere that wasn’t a proper place for me to be. 

Cora and I were almost at the top of the stairs. “What room is it? I’ll try to be quiet when 

I pass by.” 

“Frankie, don’t even think about peeking in there. That curiosity’ll get ya cursed.  It’s the 

room at the end of the hall, and you best stay away from it.  Now get outta that dress so we can 

get something done around here.” Cora swished down the hall to the room right beside Jean 

Bailey’s, and I darted into the room at the top of the stairs to change.  My dress was halfway 

over my head when it occurred to me that this would perhaps be the only time I could get away 

to see Jean Bailey alone before she checked out.  I tossed the dress to the side by the door.  I 

slung on my shirt and trousers, half untucked and unbuttoned, forgetting the suspenders on the 

floor, and tiptoed down the hall to the last door on the right where Cora had pointed.  I could 

hear Cora swishing her big hips around the bed in the next room even though the door was almost 

closed.  I put both hands on the brass doorknob and hoped Jean Bailey’s door wouldn’t creak 

like most of the others when I opened it.  It did. I didn’t stop though, just went slower. As soon 

as my head would fit through the opening I looked in.  I gasped louder than even the creaking 

door and had to bite my lip to stop myself.

Jean Bailey was still asleep and lay naked across the mattress that barely had a sheet still 

attached to it.  There were other women there, huddled together with loose fabric bunched in their 

curves.  Two lay across the brocade camel backed couch, three more were strewn across the 

creaking planks of the floor where I tiptoed in toward the bed.  Jean Bailey was alone in the bed, 

one sheet crumpled between her legs.  Her legs were dimpled but strong, one hiked up toward her 

elbow. Her dark hand was fisted under her jaw.  Sunlight from the single window brightened the 

taut skin of her back as it fell into the blackening crease at her hip.  I crept closer and closer, 

slower and slower.  Her hair was nappy and pointed to one side.  Mascara, rouge, red lipstick 
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mingled into a smear on her cheek.  The milk bottles, still reeking of gin, were bunched on the 

night stand and they clanked when I stepped up to the bed.  She didn’t flinch.  I wanted to 

breathe over her, take her in. 

Jean Bailey’s ringleted wig lay in a knotted black mass above her head.  I had never seen a 

wig off of someone’s head before, and it startled me.  I reached out and felt the smooth foreign 

texture of it under my fingers, and I remembered her on the stage the night before, her head 

glistening in the lights.  I hadn’t imagined her body the way I saw it then, sprawled across my 

grandfather’s rent bed.  I wanted to touch her chest, feel the instrument that had so moved me, 

made me aware of my body in a way that I hadn’t been before.  I wanted to crawl in bed beside 

her, naked like her, and I saw that there was just enough space beside her for me to lie on my 

side.  Though I could not bring myself to take off my clothes, I knew I could lie there beside her, 

watch her sleep, share her breath as it came in and out of her body.  So I eased myself down, hip 

first, onto the bed, and propped myself up on one elbow, my face to her sleeping face, all shiny 

puffs and curves.  I reached out to place my hand on her cheek. Her breath hit me.  It was hot and 

full of gin.  I had to turn away, just for a second.  When I did, out of the corner of my eye I saw a 

figure standing in the doorway, one hand hanging on the doorknob.  I gasped and my stomach 

quivered.  I was afraid to look. 

When I did I saw my grandfather.  He stood with his heavy browed frown, shaking his 

head, his mouth gaping.  I had no idea how long he had been there, how much he saw, but the 

disappointment I read in his eyes made me feel dirty.  I fought back the hot tears behind my 

eyes.  He pursed his lips and shot his finger out beside him, directing me out and down the hall.  I 

struggled to my feet, still trying desperately not to wake Jean Bailey.  But just as I got to my feet 

she opened her eyes and stared at me in confusion.  I ducked my head and followed my 

grandfather’s finger.  I heard him yell at Jean Bailey and the other women, and then I heard a 

quick scrambling in the room. 

“The girl, what did you do to her?  That is my grandchild!  I could have you. . . I could . . 

. You’re lucky you ain’t dead!  Get up and get outta here!  I give you people a place to lay your 

head, but I ain’t runnin’ no flop house around here!  Now get the hell out!” 

My face was hot and growing hotter.  I knew that Cora had seen me go into the room, 

watched me as I crept towards Jean Bailey.  I imagined I could hear her thick Jamaican accent 

turn to a pompous sneer as she told my grandfather like she had last summer that I was turning 
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out wrong.  That I needed to stay home with my mama and learn to be a proper wife.

 I waited downstairs and was standing in the store when Grandpa stomped down the 

stairs and behind the counter. “Frankie, I don’t even want to look at you I’m so disgusted. You 

go on home and tell your mama I’ll be there later this evening.  I’m afraid we’re gonna have to get 

you sent somewhere for the summer. You can’t work here anymore.” He gripped the counter 

with both hands.  There was no one else in the store, just my grandfather standing there clenching 

and unclenching his jaw and me shivering in front of the counter. 

“What are you talking about, ‘get me sent somewhere’? I’m not crazy!”  I felt the hot 

tears again, creeping up behind my lids, but I fought them down.  The longer he refused to look 

up at me the redder my neck got and the closer the red got to my face.  “Look at me!” I 

demanded, and wished I hadn’t as soon as he lifted his head. 

There were tears welling up behind the deep creases of his eyes.  He gave a sort of snort 

to push them back and started to speak, but his voice quivered like it would crack in two.  He 

tried again.  He tried to say the word like it was part of his vocabulary, like he didn’t have to 

struggle to get his mouth around it, but even as it left his mouth, it fell flat.  “I don’t want you 

turning into a bulldagger.”  With a sort of sheepish dare he darted his eyes from my boots to my 

cropped hair which I rarely ironed or crimped.  “You can go and stay with your cousin in Paris, 

Texas.  They got a nice piece a land there and a big enough house, lots of young fellows around.”

 I stopped shivering and felt my muscles go rigid and tense.  I had heard about Paris, 

Texas, nothing but a dust bowl and poor folks scattered across the flatlands like so many ant 

hills.  And my cousin, my cousin Deloris, wasn’t nothing if not a frumpy old biddy.  “You can’t 

send me away!”  My voice was cold. I had to move before I hit something. 

Cora peeked around the corner at the bottom of the stairs.  When I saw her wrapped head 

I pursed my lips until I felt them go white.  I turned toward the door and pushed it open.  I could 

hear it slam shut behind me after I shot out.  I wasn’t sure where I was going, but I knew I wasn’t 

going home. 

I darted beside the building and crouched down into a squat. “Bulldagger,” I repeated to 

myself.  I had heard the word before, had seen bulldaggers on State Street, white and black, 

sometimes together even.  I imagined I could see them then as they came down on the weekends 

in droves.  They were wearing suits as crisp as those I saw on Jean Bailey’s band.  They even 

had silk hankies, bright and smooth against their dark suits, stuffed in their top pockets for the 

67



inevitable woman on their arm in a drop waisted skirt and heels.  I thought about what it would 

be like to have a woman like that on my arm, what it would be like to be a bulldagger.  I looked 

down at my shabby hand-me-down trousers and tried to tuck my shirt into the top of them, then 

gave up when I realized that I didn’t even have my suspenders. 

I was still crouched in the side alley when Jean Bailey left the store.  She was carrying a 

tapestry bag, half closed with red silk hanging out of the top.  Her hair was slicked back, ironed 

flat and greased down across her head in a ripple.  She had on a blue drop waist dress and a string 

of pearls that looped once and came all the way down to her navel.  Her broad rounded shoulders 

made the dress full of her and she was still tough, still beautiful, and definitely still in charge. 

Two of the women I had seen in the room were with her, carrying even more bags stuffed full. 

They walked proudly, chins high, down towards Small’s.  When they passed by my hiding spot 

I scrambled and pushed against the stone building to get to my feet.  I followed them and waited 

outside Small’s for twenty minutes until they appeared again walking faster than before, their 

hips swishing back and forth, smooth and rhythmic.  They were laughing with hoarse, deep belly 

laughs I could hear clearly even though I was half a block behind them.  But no matter how much 

I strained, I couldn’t hear what they said to each other. About a mile later the three women darted 

into a building with a tattered red awning.  It had once been a hotel, but I thought it was still 

empty.  I was wrong.  They never came back out. 

That night I woke up curled in the alley behind the hotel to the sound of bottles breaking 

overhead and women laughing, lots of laughing, that same hoarse, gut laugh I had heard from Jean 

Bailey on the street.  I could also hear music and singing but it wasn’t Jean Bailey singing. It was 

another woman or a lot of women;  I couldn’t tell.  It was pitch black, all but the lights from the 

windows above my head.  I stumbled around the corner of the building, tucked in my shirt and 

straightened my trousers. 

The lobby of the hotel was dark and dusty, and there wasn’t anyone there that I could 

see.  I walked, hanging close to the wall, up the winding staircase towards the noise and wound 

up on the third floor.  It was one large open room with chairs and tables lining the walls.  There 

were candles or oil lamps in every corner, but that was the only light.  I crouched down by the 

closest table and tried to hide.  The pine floor shook under me as the women in the middle danced 

together from one side to the other, their silk chiffon dresses floating behind, teasing the 

onlookers crouched in chairs and against the walls.  I saw women huddled in corners whispering 
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and giggling and then I heard the laugh again. 

I spun around to my right and Jean Bailey met my stare but quickly went back to the 

woman in her lap.  As far as I knew no one else had seen me come in, or bothered to look 

anyway.  I stayed in my spot and watched.  Jean Bailey had her hand on the woman’s thigh 

underneath her dress and was moving it and the dress further up her leg as she nuzzled into her 

neck with her mouth. Her tongue slid across the woman’s jaw line and she stopped to grin over in 

my direction.  I wasn’t sure she could even see me clearly, but I think she knew I was there.  She 

opened her legs and the woman slid down between them, kissing first her knees, then biting at her 

thighs.  Jean Bailey slumped in her chair and let her head fall back against the wall.  Her eyes 

were closed now and the woman’s hand was reaching  between her legs.  They rocked together as 

the woman’s hand and arm moved back and forth.  I could hear their breathing across the room.  

Or maybe it was my own breathing, because I had reached down to feel myself growing wetter 

and swollen.  I had rocked with them, shoving my hand deeper into myself.  I closed my eyes, 

then pulled my hand out of my pants letting my arm fall to the floor by my side.  I was 

disheveled and out of breath. 

“Here kid. Take a swig and get the hell outta here! You already got us kicked outta one 

place.” Jean Bailey was squatting over me with a jug of gin in her hand.  I sat up straight and 

stared into her dark eyes.  The woman she was with was watching us from across the room, 

smiling.  Jean Bailey’s squat was stern and cold but I could smell her warmth, the strong dark 

musk of her and the other woman mingled together.  I grinned. “What the hell are you grinning 

about, whitey? You think this show’s for you?  Huh?  I don’t care if ya are a bulldagger, you 

can’t be more than thirteen.  You’ll get us all put away!” 

 I reached out my hand, the same one that had been in my pants; it had a slight tremor but 

I was proud of the way it glistened in the candle light.  I yanked the jug from her grip and turned 

it toward my mouth.  I took as much of it as I could stand to hold in my mouth and let it sting its 

way down my throat.  I gasped and smacked my lips, then wiped my mouth with my 

shirtsleeve. “I’m fifteen,”  I said and stood up.  She nodded up at me with a sort of humored 

glare. Her skin, where beads of sweat gathered around her hairline, was still glowing in the 

candlelight.  I gave her a tip of the hat gesture. “And you’ll see me again,” I said and turned, 

walked down the stairs, out the door and toward home.  

The air outside was close and thick that night, but as I rounded the corner just past my 
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grandfather’s shop a breeze swept up my neck, over my cheeks and brushed the sweaty strands 

of my cropped hair away from my face.  At that moment, I didn’t care where they sent me, I 

knew I’d find my way back here, back to Jean Bailey. 
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FAILURE TO THRIVE

Six years after my mother left me and my father, I got myself thrown through the glass 

doors of Paris High’s main building and landed here, Bluebonnet Meadows Center for Children 

and Adolescents.  BMC for short.  It’s a dreary sort of place with its gray walls and hospital 

doors to have such a cheerful name, but I suppose that’s the point.  They say it’s a locked down 

facility, to keep us safe they say, but I know how to get out if I want to.  I figure it’s as good a 

place as any to stay for now, better than home anyway, and the drugs aren’t half bad either, very 

close to the speed I was taking on my own.   

“Todd, come on, eat up.”  The nurse with the slight Spanish accent and glasses that seem 

as big as my head, pushes a second helping of chicken fried steak and mashed potatoes in front of 

me. The steam rises up and hits my face.  I back away and then pick up the fork.

She’s the nicest of all the nurses so I take a bite of the mashed potatoes, smile, and 

mumble, “I’m stuffed,” with my mouth full.  To demonstrate I lean back in my chair, rubbing my 

stomach.

She shakes her head, but leaves the tray in front of me when she goes back to the milieu. 

The milieu, that’s what we call the main area where the nurse’s station is and where all three of 

the resident halls collide.  

I push the plate away and look around at the other kids slopping down their seconds and 

thirds.  Some of them haven’t bothered to bathe in a few days and still have on the same clothes 

I’ve seen them in all week.  It reeks of body odor and perfume here in the cafeteria, even over the 

food.  My stomach churns, and all I want to do is go back to the activity room and draw the 

women in my head, rough women with strong arms and calves, faces etched as if with a chisel.  

But I know I won’t be able to leave until I’ve shown that I at least attempted to eat more of this 

second helping.  I move the potatoes around on the plate, take a bite and then mush them down.  

I cut the chicken fried steak in half and take a bite of one half.  I try for another, but I get a whiff 

of the guy at the next table, his hair all greasy and in his face, and my eyes water.  I put the fork 

back down and push away from the table

I am a “failure to thrive” case, which means I’m too skinny, with “issues” I haven’t even 

begun to examine, which means that I will have to stay here for another four months and then go 
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to therapy another year after that.  The therapist, he (they pair male therapists with the boys 

and female with the girls) tells me I’m merely scratching the surface, getting by, where he wants 

me to dig deep, find the root of my problems.  I tell him that it’s all I can do to get by, let alone 

thrive.  On the first day he stood over me wrinkling his curly eyebrows and scribbled a string of 

acronyms beside my name on my medical chart.  The nurses flip through it now for more reasons 

to keep shoving food down my throat.  I think they just want me to look more filled out when 

my mother comes to visit, so she doesn’t think they are starving me. They tell me she wants to 

start family therapy with me, but I think they just want to reunite us like this is some kind of 

talk show where everybody goes home feeling good about themselves.  I want to tell them that 

I’m not in here because of her.  I want to tell them to let my mother be.  

I don’t need my mother; I need to draw.  But drawing is the one thing they refuse to let 

me do.  Scratch that. They do let me draw, but not what I want to.  I specialize in ink, since 

that’s what I always had in my hand when I was in class, and women since that’s what I always 

had in my head.  They are like comic book superheroes, these women, and though they are 

usually butt naked or wearing half ripped off clothes, their hair stringy and wild, they have an air 

of power about them.  Their faces are always lined with shadows like a good junkie’s, but they 

aren’t all scrawny and bones like most of the junkies around here, like me I suppose.  It’s ok for 

guys to be scrawny, I think.  It creates a sort of mystique about me the girls really dig, junkie or 

not.  I just can’t handle bumping bone to bone, and that’s what all the girls are around here, 

nothing to look at really and definitely nothing to grab on to. 

Take that crazy chick, Lorna, that came in two days ago clutching this weird Siamese cat 

lamp.  She was standing in the milieu by the big round counter that separates the doctors from us. 

She was shivering and holding on to that lamp like it was her last bit of hope in this world.  

That’s when they came in to take it from her.  She’d struggled to hold onto it but the RA, 

Resident Assistant (what they ever do to assist any of us is beyond me), yanked it out of her 

arms so hard it fell to the thin carpeted floor and the top end of one of the ears broke off.  She let 

out a wail then and big tears rolled down and dripped off her chin as she reached out for it. Her 

wrists were all bloody and taped up.  She was as pale as a fish and looked like she hadn’t eaten in 

weeks, malnourished like, with her belly all rounded over pointed bone.  Her hair was thin and 

hung in straight blonde chunks down to her shoulders.  She had no bangs, opposite the latest 

trend at BMC that sends a stench of Aqua Net through the milieu every morning like tear gas.  
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Her clothes were hand-me-downs that were obviously meant for a boy taller and healthier than 

she was.  Her sharp thin nose hung out over her equally pointed chin, elf like on her tiny frame.  

Cute enough, but like I said, nothing to grab on to. That’s what I thought then anyway, and until 

today, I would never have dreamed that she’d be the kind of woman I’d be interested in drawing 

next.  

After dinner we settle into the couches at the end of the boys wing and wait for the group 

leader, Mr. Ronald, a long time RA recently turned therapist, to begin our group.  I’ve got my 

sketchpad in my lap, ready to doodle away the hour and Lorna comes in (we’re divided by ages 

so she is in my group) puffy from crying and her nose all red and raw looking like she’d been on a 

drawn out coke binge.  My stomach leaps up into my chest, and I’m almost afraid she’ll take the 

seat next to me where I can’t stare at her as I’d taken to doing lately.  But Lorna sits across from 

me and cuddles up close to her roommate, Christy, a punk chick with teased up purple hair and 

scars from too many safety pin piercings.  I am wondering how in the world they managed to get 

so close in such a short amount of time when Mr. Ronald walks in, clipboard in hand.  He has 

always been casual, but they won’t let him wear jeans anymore.  Today he has on gray slacks 

and a light blue button up, and both look entirely too stiff to be comfortable in any way.  Some 

of the girls in the corner beside me start whistling and whooping at him. 

“All right, all right, that’s enough,” he says like it’s such a hassle to deal with their 

flattery even though his cheeks go all splotchy and red.

“Mr. R, why do we have to talk about our personal lives in group?” Sharon, the drug 

fiend to my right, starts in with a whine.  Today’s group topic is trauma, something most of us 

wished we didn’t have to discuss at all, much less as a group.  The ones who usually end up 

sharing are the “attention seekers,” that’s what the RAs call them, while the rest of us sit back 

and roll our eyes or feel each other up under the couch cushions.  After Sharon, the whole group 

starts complaining, shouting about privacy and rights, like we have any in here. 

“Listen, we can have group or you can all go into the time-out room for separate twenty-

minute stints.” Everyone gets quiet and rolls their eyes. “What’s it gonna be?” 

The time-out room is a concrete cell with Plexiglas windows on the front so the nurses 

can keep an eye on us.  It’s cold and boring, and usually the only people who have to go in are 

the ones that get restrained on a regular basis for getting rough and up in the RAs faces. 

“Have group,” most everyone responds in a defeated tone. 
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“All right.” He says that a lot. “We’ll go around the circle and everyone should share 

something today. Anything. Whatever you can remember about trauma in your life. You don’t 

have to go into detail, just state it and pass to the next person.” 

We start with Sharon and I’m next. “My father gets drunk and hits my mother,” Sharon 

says, as if it were a fact that she knew like the exact number of miniskirts she owned. 

Mr. Ronald looks at me and raises his curly eyebrows.  I’d said the same thing three 

weeks in a row, and pretty much the same thing as Sharon. “My father is a son of a bitch, and he 

beats me and then leaves for days,” I say but then compulsively I add, “and my mother left me 

with him when I was eight.”  My heart is beating so hard I can hear it in my head and my palms 

are gathering sweat and smearing my drawing of the girls’ feet across from me.

Mr. Ronald nods in that “reflexive listening” kind of way they are trained to do, and I 

picture my mother sitting in her white Cutlas Supreme with the red leather seats nodding to me 

out the driver’s side window.  She’d said she’d be back in a few days.  That was six, almost 

seven, years ago.  I haven't seen her, though I’ve talked to her over the phone a few times, since 

she left that day.  I can’t remember her face, really, but I remember vividly her long brown hair 

coming down around her face and over her shoulders in big bouncy curls, very different from my 

straight, fine hair.  I remember that next to my father she’s short and has rounded hips but her 

hands, her arms, and her legs are thin.  She was frail really, and looked like she might break if I 

hugged her too hard. 

“Thank you, Todd, for being a bit more articulate today. We’ll come back to you and 

discuss these abandonment issues.”  He looks down at his clipboard, and I feel my mouth drop 

open.  Nothing comes out. 

I want to argue that I hadn’t been abandoned; if my mother had been there my father 

would have been beating her instead of me, may have even ended up killing her.  I want to tell 

Mr. Ronald that I had saved my mother, really, by letting her go.  I want him, the whole group, 

to know this, but I’m glad we’re moving on.  I’ve already said too much, and these people have a 

way of twisting your words. 

Mr. Ronald looks at my roommate, who’s feeling up the chick beside him under the 

cushion. “Kevin?” He says and looks down at his clipboard to write.  Kevin’s eyes get wide, and 

he mumbles something about breaking into the 7/11 when he was only fourteen. 

“Kevin, can we move on from the trauma you’ve caused to the trauma you’ve 
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experienced?” 

I’m relieved it’s him Mr. Ronald is prying instead of me, but my palms are still sweating.  

My drawing, the little sandaled feet crossed at the ankles and beside them a pair in worn out flip-

flops, has spots now from my sweat, and the ink is starting to bleed together. The drawing 

doesn’t look much like the real feet anyway which are now without the shoes and tucked up 

under the girls’ legs.  Lorna is teary eyed still, but is smiling at whatever Christy has just 

whispered in her ear.  Then she looks straight at me.  I feel my face and ears get hot.  She’s caught 

me, I think and smear my drawing with my wet hands.  The ink slides across my palms, and I 

wipe them on my jeans.  I miss most of what Kevin comes up with and we are moving through 

the group pretty quickly now.  It will be her turn soon.  I narrow my eyes at them and flip my 

note pad.

“Lorna, you should be comfortable enough to share this week. What do ya think? Give it 

a shot?” Mr. Ronald interrupts them and they both frown.  A dark shadow creeps over Lorna’s 

elflike features, settles at her brow and under her cheekbones.  I’m reminded of my heroines. 

She’s gaunt now and her cheeks do not flush pink but whiter than I’ve ever seen them.  Her eyes 

lose their gleam from the smile and go to a pain and confusion I immediately recognize.  This is 

when it hits me.  It’s her that I’ve been drawing hidden in my room when my roommate is asleep.  

It’s her coming alive in my new sketchpad like nothing I’ve ever drawn before.  In the drawings 

she has a bit more flesh, a bit more of those meat and potatoes from the cafeteria rounding out her 

hips and ass, and a bit of that Lithium bloat that seems to work itself out in the girls around here 

after a few weeks.  But she isn’t the ravaged females from my other drawings.  She is always 

fully clothed, in a long white dress, and she has a look of pain and confusion in her eyes that 

haunts me.  I knew these drawings were different, but I didn’t know what it was until just this 

moment when I see that look flooding into her eyes faster than her tears.  

Lorna pulls herself away from Christy, sits up taller in her chair and puts her feet back on 

the floor like she will stand up, but doesn’t. “My mother . . .” her voice is angry and loud, then 

breathy like she’s telling a ghost story. “My mother . . . got out of bed one night when everyone 

was asleep.  She put on the long black dress she wore to my grandmother’s funeral, black 

stockings, black shoes, and black gloves. She tied her hair back in a low pony tail and put on 

lipstick.  She kissed my father’s cheek and then mine, without waking us.  She got into her car 

and drove to the highway—”
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“Lorna, are you sure you want to continue with this? You haven’t even discussed it at 

length in therapy.” Mr. Ronald looks all eyebrows.

“I have to get it out sometime, right?” Her face has some color again, and her fists are 

clinched in her lap.  She settles back in the chair and no longer looks like she will stand.

Mr. Ronald nods. “Right, but try to avoid ‘glorifying’ the trauma just for the sake of the 

audience.”

Lorna looks around the room like she sees us for the first time and takes a deep, loud 

breath. “She went to the highway,” her voice is softer now and has a tremor to it. “She parked 

her car on the side of the road just past our turnoff.  She got out of the car and locked the keys 

inside. Then she walked across to the other lane.  She lay down with her feet facing the car.” 

The whole group is still and quiet in her pause.  Even Kevin has stopped feeling up the 

girl next to him. 

“Then, BAM!”  She hits one hand with the other. “A semi came along and crushed her 

right in half! Didn’t even realize she was there.” 

Almost everyone around me jumped and said things like, “Oh my god!” or “Jeez, you 

poor thing!” and “Why? Why did she do it?” or “That’s disgusting.” 

I am quiet and study her face.  It has gone slack and she seems calmer now, relieved.  I 

remember the day she came in, scared and quiet, looking lost, all slumped over and defeated.  I 

remember the cat lamp when they took it from her, how it lay at her feet.  She is different now, 

no longer slumped over, a little less lost and a lot more vocal.  

“Why do you have that weird cat lamp with you?” I ask.  It comes out hard and rough, 

and I regret it. 

She starts crying again and buries her head into Christy’s shoulder, under her purple hair.

“All right, that’s enough folks. Thank you, Lorna.” And we go on like nothing has 

happened.  Like this girl hasn’t just described the worst thing imaginable, and we aren’t all going 

to have nightmares about it tonight, while hopefully she will rest.  

But in the middle of Christy telling us, again, how she tried to kill her father after he 

molested her, Lorna sits up and wipes her face with both hands, wrists still wrapped but now 

with clean, white gauze, and butts in.

Lorna clears her throat and puts a hand on Christy’s arm as if to brace herself.  “My 

mother was crazy religious, that’s why she did it!  She said that she was a sinner that didn’t 
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deserve to go to heaven!” she shouts, ignoring my question altogether, and then buries her head 

again, crying in deep sobs now.  Christy cradles her under her arm and smoothes down her hair 

the way my own mother had done when I was little.  Then group is over. 

As we are leaving I walk over to Lorna to apologize, I guess, but I don’t get the chance. 

Her head is still buried in Christy’s shoulder as they rise.  I try to touch her arm.  Lorna jerks 

away from me and lets go of Christy.  She raises one eyebrow at me as a kind of warning.  Then 

Christy stands between me and Lorna. “Don’t even think about it, Todd.  I don’t know what 

you’re after, but she ain’t interested. Get it?” 

I don’t, but I shake my head in agreement anyway and wonder, turning toward my hall, 

just exactly what it is I’m supposed to get.  I figure she has a boyfriend.  But, hell, he isn’t here. I 

am.

Mr. Ronald sends us all to our rooms and tells us we have one hour of quiet time before 

lights out.  I see him when he takes Lorna aside, away from Christy, to “process” with her, his 

arm around her shoulder and his head bent down, cocked toward her face.  I have an urge to run 

back up to her and yank her away from him, tell him to just let her be for Christ’s sake, but I 

hesitate, turn and walk to my bedroom.  

About two hours later, when we are supposed to be in bed, lights out, and asleep I’ve 

buried my Zanex in a hole in the mattress and am wide awake drawing.  I sit up in bed, next to the 

window trying to figure out exactly how Lorna’s shape, naked this time, should fall on the page.  

I look outside and try to figure out which bedroom is hers. The girl’s wing stretches straight out 

from the milieu and runs parallel to ours about a hundred yards away.  All the lights are off but 

one and I can see shapes moving around in the third window from the end.  She’d be the only one 

still up, I think, after having processed with Mr. Ronald.  That’s when I remember that during 

outside activities a few days before I put gum in the lock to come out and smoke at night.  I make 

out a trail in my mind and plan to crawl straight to her window just to see what I can see.  I even 

justify it.  I need material, inspiration really.  I figure it’s time I see the real thing anyway.  And I 

figure I might even get her to come outside with me.  Sharon’s the one who told me how to keep 

the door from locking in the first place, so I know she has a way out at the end of the girl’s wing.  

I wait for three hours after lights out, laying under the covers, fighting off sleep, even 

though I haven’t had my Zanex in a few days.  Kevin snores, but doesn’t make a move when I 

throw back the blankets and slip on my jeans, shoes and t-shirt.  I look through the blinds and all 
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the lights are off.  I almost get back in bed, but then I see shadows in the room, the same room as 

before. The light from outside is enough to see into their window, I think,  if I get close enough.  I 

grab my smokes and matches from under the mattress and peek out my bedroom door. There 

doesn’t seem to be anyone at the nurse’s station at all.  I just stroll down the hall and out the 

back door without so much as a peep from anyone.  

It’s been almost a week since I’ve been out in the night air.  It’s cool and moist and rushes 

over me, settling on my face like dew.  I light the cigarette and hold it between my lips. The 

ground is wet when I get down on all fours and crawl to their window.  I know I’ll have grass 

stains to explain, but it’s too late to give up and go back inside. When I get to the window I can 

here soft giggles, muffled by blankets.  I rise to a squat, just high enough to see through the 

bottom crack in the blinds.  Lorna’s roommate is standing facing the bed on the other side of the 

room, and she is naked.  Her purple hair is matted down on her head but hangs onto her back. She 

is dancing, slowly to no music that I can hear.  That’s when I see Lorna.  She is stretched out like 

some kind of swimsuit model on the bed below, just as naked as her roommate.  She’s holding up 

the blanket, the same beige waffle blanket I have, like an invitation.  This is when I realize exactly 

what it was I was suppose to get.

Lorna lets the blanket fall and grabs her roommate by the hand, pulling her down. They 

start kissing, right then and there, with her roommate all bent over her.  Lorna pushes back the 

blanket and pulls her down farther, until she’s right on top of her.  I squint through the smoke 

from my cigarette to keep watching Lorna’s hands move up and down and in between Christy’s 

thighs. But then the smoke goes up my nose, and I choke. I drop the cigarette and cover my 

mouth.  Before I know it the window is opening above my head, and the two girls are peering out 

with the blankets wrapped up all around them.  I try to duck and scramble away.

“It’s Todd,” Lorna says like I’m some little worm that follows her around.

“Who?  Oh, Todd.  Listen you little fuckhead, get back here,” Christy says as loud and 

mean as she can in a whisper. “What the fuck? Are you some kind of pervert or something? 

Listen, if I ever catch you here again I’ll turn you in, and you best keep your mouth shut about 

whatever it is you saw.”

I stand up, and stick out my chest, the first time I’ve ever wanted to be bigger and 

stronger than I am. “You best stop threatening.  I was just out for a smoke and heard something, 

thought I’d make sure you two were ok, but I see you’ve got it all under control in there.”  I 
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whisper hoping they can’t see my face turning red.

“Oh whatever,” Christy tries to close the window but Lorna stops her.

“Todd, I don’t care who you tell that I am what I am, but don’t bring Christy into it. 

They’ll separate us.”  Her voice is sweet and pleading.

“Fine,” is all I can manage but I say it with anger. 

“Lorna, you want everyone to know you’re a lesbian? What are you thinking?  You’ll be 

in here forever.” Christy argues with Lorna like I’m not even there anymore, irrelevant. 

“All right, all right. I’ll let you get back to it then,” I say and turn away.

“You sound like Mr. Ronald. You think you are so tough.  I could kick your ass before 

you knew what was happening,” Christy blurts out.

“Come on, freak!” I’m getting louder.

“Shh! Todd, you’re going to get us all busted.  Now leave us alone and swear you will 

keep your mouth shut about Christy. Ok?”  Lorna’s voice is like velvet.  I can see her whole face 

now and it isn’t puffy and red any longer. Her hair looks like a soft, blonde frame from her 

forehead to her chin.  She looks stronger, sweeter and more beautiful than ever.  I nod and turn to 

leave.  

I can hear them arguing as I walk back, and by the time I reach my room and am in bed 

again, I see a light come on in their room.  My heart jumps.  I don’t know if I am afraid for them 

or me but I dig into my mattress and grab a Zanex, swallowing it without water.  I crawl under 

the covers and dream I am walking next to Lorna down a long hall.  We are walking to the exit 

door of BMC together, side-by-side, hand-in-hand.  Her hand is strong and smooth but wet, and 

her veins are raised.  Every time we get to the door it moves farther and farther down the hall, and 

finally she lets go of my hand and turns to me. Only when she turns she’s changed, her hair goes 

from straight and blonde to curly and brown, her eyes from blue to almost black; she grows taller 

and rounder.  It isn’t Lorna any longer; it is my mother.  I know it is my mother though I can’t 

really see her face.  I squint to see it, but all I see is that she is in all black: black dress, socks, 

shoes, even gloves.  Then we are no longer in the long hallway, but in the dark on the road that 

leads to my old house, the house where my mother had lived with me and my father.  I reach for 

my mother’s hand but can’t find it in the dark.  I hear a semi, the engine roaring, tires screeching.  

I can feel the heat from it like I’m standing right next to it while the engine revs up.  Then I see it, 

bright round headlights and even brighter spotlights on top coming straight at us both.  That’s 
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when I wake up screaming, and an RA is already at my door. 

He starts in on me without even bothering to ask why I’m screaming.  He has a cigarette 

butt in is hand.  “It seems we have a problem, Todd.”    

I figure Christy had ratted me out, probably to get the heat off of her.  I shake my head as 

I throw off the blankets and crawl out of bed.  Just as I step down to the floor I realize that my 

drawings have fallen from under my pillow and lay scattered at my feet.  

“What’s this, Todd? I thought you’d agreed to stop drawing these?” the RA says in a 

voice that is trying too hard to be stern.  He is tall and looms over me in the moonlight, and I 

cringe, wishing I’d tucked them under the mattress or that I’d only left the drawing out of Lorna 

clothed instead of the ones I’d dared tonight.  I don’t even know this guy, and I feel sort of 

violated.  He puts his hands on his hips and latches them at the belt loops.  His T-shirt and 

rumpled jeans make him look like he’s just crawled out of bed himself.  

“Who the hell are you? How do you know a damn thing about me?” This is when Mr. 

Ronald shows up. 

“Todd, what’s going on in here? This is Mr. Harper.  He’s new.”  Mr. Ronald looks 

down at my drawings and shakes his head.  

Mr. Harper holds up the cigarette butt pinched between his fingers and then hands it to 

Mr. Ronald.  He points me to the door and wakes Kevin out of his Zanex haze. 

He and Mr. Ronald put on their rubber gloves, grab a bag and make Kevin and me go into 

the lounge at the end of the wing while they search the room.  I turn the TV on and put it on 

mute while we wait.

“What the hell are you doing, man? You want them to go ballistic on us?” Kevin yells, his 

brow all scrunched up and his cheeks red and creased from sleep.  He gets up off the couch and 

turns the TV off.  Then he paces the room, biting the skin around his nails.

This is the most he’s said or done, besides in group, since I’ve been here, and I am 

startled. “Calm the fuck down, Kev. What’s with you? I’m the one in trouble here.”

“Yeah and it’s your ass if they search my side!” He points his finger almost an inch from 

my nose and then sits back down with a thud beside me. “I mean it, Todd. You best be praying 

they ain’t looking at my shit!”

“Well, shut the fuck up or they will for sure.  What the hell you got to hide anyway?”

He doesn’t answer me and just starts rocking back and forth, back and forth, a tick they 
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say that he may never outgrow.  Thirty minutes or so pass, and Mr. Ronald and Mr. Harper 

walk into the lounge, with two bags, one from my side and one from Kevin’s, full of 

“contraband.” We are so busted.  They go through my bag, item by item.  They’ve found my 

smokes, my matches, the gum (used and unused), all the sketches on regular notebook paper that 

I’d managed to hide in my pillow, and even the left over Zanex stuffed inside my mattress.  

I look over at Kevin and he’s pouring sweat, wiping his face with the back of his shirt. 

His bag looks heavier than mine, and I wonder how in the hell he had hidden so much shit 

without me even suspecting.  Mr. Harper dumps it all out on the table in front of us before Mr. 

Ronald has a chance to stop him. This isn’t protocol; Mr. Harper is trying to be dramatic.  

Before they get it all scooped up I manage to see a lighter, some burnt foil and a baggy full of 

powder.  I’m pissed that he’s been holding out on me before I realize what this means.  It means 

that Kevin just lost his last chance at BMC and is going to juvy, and that I’m sure to follow.

“You boys think you’re all cool sneaking out the back and getting fucked up. Well we’ll 

see how well you do in juvy, see how long it takes to get you sent straight on up to prison.  

You’ve got a few years, Todd, you’re lucky.  But Kevin you only have about six months until 

you’re 18. Right, Kevin?” Mr. Harper is smug. 

“Who the fuck do you think you are?” Kevin stands up and gets in his face.  Mr. Ronald 

grabs at his arm but Kevin yanks it back. He reaches into his pocket and pulls out a switch blade.  

Mr. Ronald backs up and yells to the nurses station to call 9-1-1.

“Kevin, you don’t want to do this, man.” I stand up and try to reason with him.

He knocks me back down to the couch with his left fist, and that’s when Mr. Harper 

reaches for the arm with the knife. The next thing I know they’re rolling around on the floor and 

Mr. Ronald is trying to grab one of them, either of them, to pull them apart.  Mr. Harper lets out 

a long, loud groan and then Kevin jumps up.  Blood is running down his arm and the right side of 

his shirt is soaked with it.  Mr. Harper gropes at his waist, and Kevin falls back on the couch, 

breathing heavy at first then slowly.

“Fuck, Fuck!” he says between gasps.

Mr. Ronald grabs a towel from the nurses station and yells, “Let the paramedics in, God 

damn it!” He presses the towel against Mr. Harper’s waist. 

“If they don’t let me die right here, I’ll be dead in prison in six months.” Kevin was 

gasping, but he isn’t hurt bad enough to die. 
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There’s a crowd now around Mr. Harper that the nurse on duty is trying to clear to get to 

him. The paramedics are running down the main hall from the cafeteria. I walk through the crowd 

and see the time-out room where Christy is pounding on the Plexiglas calling out for Lorna.  I 

smile and turn around and she’s there, wide eyed and pale again, clutching her arms around 

herself, but peering into the lounge, not at me.  

They have Kevin handcuffed and bandaged.  Mr. Harper is still awake, still alive, but has 

a bandage around his stomach, wrist and leg.  He’s on a stretcher and has an oxygen mask 

covering half his face.  I should leave, I think, cut out while all the commotion is happening and 

my Zanex about to kick in, but I stay while all the other residents are shuffled back to their 

rooms.  When all is cleared Mr. Ronald wants to process with me, negotiate really.  He grabs me 

by the arm and leads me into the milieu.  I am shaking and out of breath when we get there. 

“Now, Todd,” Mr. Ronald bends his head down to me.  “Your mother is coming 

tomorrow.  I’m willing to see how that goes before we send you anywhere.”  

I am reluctant to respond.  The thought of seeing my mother makes my stomach lurch.  

But I really don’t want to leave.  The thought of going to juvy, where Kevin, if he’s not in adult 

prison, will be waiting to pound me, is nauseating and the thought of going home is worse. 

“But, Todd, you’re gonna need to work with us here.  All right?  We need to know where 

Kevin was hiding his knife.”

“How am I suppose to know?  You guys are in charge, not me.”  I am harsh and sharp, 

but I’m not sure where this anger comes from.  I look down and my fists are clinched and sweaty.  

I open them up, wipe them on my jeans and take a deep breath.  But I am still scared when I 

begin to talk again. “I don’t know where he hid it.  I didn’t even know he had a knife until 

tonight!”  I lie.  It’s true I didn’t know he had a knife, but I know where he hid things.  I 

remember coming in one day and finding him standing on his bed with his arms up. When I 

walked in he dropped his arms and jumped down like he was doing some kind of exercise.  I 

didn’t think anything of it at the time.  But then I remembered that the ceiling was just made of 

panels, easy to remove, put in anything light, and then put the panels back.  

“Come on, Todd.  You have to know something.”  Mr. Ronald pauses, looking for 

leverage. His eyes flicker.  “All right, I tell you what.  We’ll give you back your drawing 

privileges.  You can draw whatever you want, but you have to show them to me every week in 

therapy and you have to keep them away from the other residents.  How’s that?”
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It’s a carrot I cannot refuse, so I give in and tell them about the panels.  “But do I have to 

see my mother tomorrow?” I plead.  “I mean, are you sure I’m ready?”  

Mr. Ronald just frowns down at me with those dark curly eyebrows. 

During therapy the following morning I confess about my obsession with Lorna and he 

tells me, regardless of our agreement, that I should probably avoid drawing her.  I agree that it 

was best because I know now that she’d never go for me anyway.  “Maybe my mom,” I say, and 

he seems overjoyed like it’s some kind of breakthrough and gives me back my supplies. 

“Your mother will be here right after morning group to take you out to lunch and then 

you’ll come in and we’ll have a therapy session.”  My stomach tightens again as he says this.  I 

try to focus on the sketchpad in my hands, and drawing a woman with chiseled features.  I just 

nod and stand to leave.

“See you in group,” he calls as I walk through the doorway. “We’re doing dream work 

today.”

My whole body gets tense as I walk toward the lounge.  I know I’ll have to talk about the 

dream I had about Lorna and my mother since it is the only one I can remember.  

“All right, group.  You will each share a dream that you’ve had in the past, any dream 

you can remember,”  Mr. Ronald says and looks around the room. “It can be recent or a long time 

ago.  Think about what or how the dream made you feel.”

  When Lorna and Christy walk in together I can feel my hands begin to sweat.   I had just 

overheard Sharon say that they were no longer roommates and knew I was partly to blame.  

Christy acts like I’m not even here, which is a relief, but Lorna raises her eyebrow at me and then 

squints her tiny blue eyes into small slits.  Mr. Ronald tells them they have to sit separately, and 

they groan.  That’s when it all starts. The girls scatter across the room from each other.  All the 

other girls start taunting them in stage whispers, with things like “dyke,” and “lesbo” and “get 

away from me, queer!”  I try to give them each a sympathetic look, but I knew I’d been just as 

guilty, just as harmful, perhaps even the cause of all of this. 

Mr. Ronald stands up and threatens to send us all to take turns in time-out, but it doesn’t 

work this time.  No one even bothers to stage whisper anymore. The girls and the guys on either 

side of Christy and Lorna scoot as far away from them as possible. “Listen, folks if we can’t act 

civilized then we will just not have group.”

That’s when Sharon yells, “I don’t think we ought to be forced to sit next to a couple of 
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potential AIDS cases anyway!” She acts all educated like and stands up to go to her room. 

“Yeah, me either!” says another resident and follows suit. Then one by one the group 

dismantles, including myself.  I want to stay out of it.  Just as I turn to go down my hall I hear 

Lorna’s whimper.  I look back and see that her face is in her hands and the bandages are bloody 

again. Christy still sits across the room with her head down, not even attempting to comfort 

Lorna.  I remember my dream, how soft Lorna’s hands had been.  I remember how she changed 

into my mother, and how I couldn’t find her hands in the dark and couldn’t see her face.  I 

remember my mother just before she finally left me with my dad, her head in her hands just like 

Lorna, but with bruises all up and down her arms rather than bloody bandages.  I go to Lorna and 

put my arm around her.  She balls up, falling into me and remaining rigid all at the same time. 

“Get the hell away from her!” Christy stands up and walks toward us.  She pulls my arm 

away from Lorna and reaches for her.  I struggle to hold her still.  But just as Lorna lifts her head 

and tries to get up Mr. Ronald grabs Christy and yells for help.  Several RAs run in and struggle 

to restrain her.  Lorna and I both jump up but realize there is nothing we can do once they have 

her to the ground, dragging her into the time-out room.  Lorna tries to yell and reach for Christy 

like she had the cat lamp, but all that comes out is a sob and a cracked voice barely audible.  I 

wrap my arm around her shoulder tighter, but she shrugs me off. 

Ten minutes later, we are trying group again and this time everyone is sullen.  I have my 

sketchpad in my lap and reach back to get my pen out of my back pocket.  Sharon is the closest 

one to me, and she just about jumps out of her chair. This doesn’t bother me really; it’s Lorna’s 

reaction that really gets to me.  She doesn’t move a muscle, doesn’t even flinch.  She sits across 

from me with her head down, her hands in her lap. She is so pale she is almost blue and her little 

pointed nose and chin peer out over her chest, casting an odd translucent shadow over her hands. 

Christy isn’t here, she’s in time-out still, but she’ll be gone for good now, to another facility, 

Sharon tells the group when we begin.  It seems they were supposed to be roommates after they 

split her from Lorna, and Sharon wants a new roommate. 

“It’ll just be too damn lonely in there all by myself,” she says in a way that is impossible 

to determine if she is serious or being sarcastic.

At this Lorna raises her head. There are tears in her eyes. 

I want to save her somehow, so I start talking about my dream. “A few days ago I 
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dreamed that I was leaving this place.” 

At this the group whoops and hollers in approval. Everyone is listening to me now. 

“A beautiful girl was walking with me down a long hall to the exit door.” 

The guys say, “awe,” all sarcastic and taunting, and Sharon hits one of them. 

“Her hands were soft but strong, and we walked and walked and walked. Then when we 

got to the door it moved farther and farther away.”

“Well, clearly that’s an anxiety dream, probably stemming from all the trouble you’ve 

been in around here, Todd.” Mr. Ronald interrupts.

“I am not finished, and it was before all the trouble.” I try to glare at him, but I feel my 

face fall into a sheepish, scared little boy look. I clinch my jaw and then continue, looking right at 

Lorna. “Finally the beautiful girl turned to me and dropped my hand. She had blonde hair and 

little blue eyes that just sparkled.”  Lorna’s face seems to soften. “She smiled at me and blew me 

a kiss. Then she went on down the hall without me. She was strong and healthy. Her body lean 

but muscular. She walked like she knew exactly what she was doing and where she was going. 

And she reached the door. It opened for her and she walked out.”

“What happened, did she leave you here in this shit hole?” asks Tom, the new guy who 

came in with a fresh black eye and the shakes.

“I think she was an angel.” Sharon is off in dreamland now, I think.

“She wasn’t an angel.  She was real and she was perfect.  And she was ready to leave and 

I wasn’t.  She knew that,” I say.

Mr. Ronald tries to interpret the dream and then stops. “Wait, Todd, wasn’t this the 

dream you talked to me about, about your mother?”

“No, this was another dream. My mother didn’t come up in this one,” I lie and watch 

Lorna’s face.

“I had a dream like that once, about my mother I mean.” Lorna speaks softly but 

everyone rolls their eyes afraid we are going to hear the same story over again. “She came to me 

and said that she hoped that I was happy, and that I didn’t need to worry about her.  She led me 

down a hall and left me with a girl that looked like Christy.  She said I’d be ok with her.  Then 

she left.”

“I thought your mother was ‘crazy religious’?”  Sharon blurts out. “I don’t think she’d 

leave you with a lesbo!” The whole group laughs, but Lorna sits still and smiles at me. 
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“The cat lamp I came in with was my mother’s. Her best friend had given it to her when 

she got married.  My mother gave the lamp to me a month before she died.”  I watch her brush 

her now long blonde hair out of her face with her scarred, taped up arms.  A calm runs over her 

face, and I realize that she has forgiven her mother.  I think of my mother the last time I saw her 

and the image she left with me of her long bouncy hair and her nodding smile.  She will be here to 

see me any minute, may already be waiting for me in the office, and for the first time I am a little 

excited.  

When we leave the lounge Mr. Ronald takes me down the main hall toward his office and 

my mother is there peering through the doorway.  She is wearing a long yellow dress with a wide 

collar and her hair is shorter now but still flows onto her shoulders in bouncy curls.  She no 

longer looks frail.  She is rounded and full, strong, but her face, her face.  I see her face and I 

remember.  I remember now how the darkness came over her, from her brow down to her chin.  I 

remember the tears on her sunken cheeks when she sat in her Cutlas, the lock of her jaw as she 

pulled away.  I remember this, but it has changed.  Her face is soft now, relaxed and full.  It is 

plush and curved, like it’s surrounded by a haze.  Her nose is pointed like mine and her eyes 

shine.   She is grinning when I stop to stand in front of her. 

I want to touch her, just bury myself there, but I hesitate.  Then she motions for me.  I 

go, slow at first and then faster until I am right up against her with my arms around her.  I think, I 

will tell her about my dream, my real dream.  I will show her all the drawings of Lorna and the 

one I will finally draw of her tonight from my dream.  And then I will beg her to take me home 

with her when I get out of here.  But the only thing I say at that moment is, “I’ve missed you.”  I 

bury my head in her shoulder and squeeze her again.  

“I’ve missed you, too,” her voice is low but firm, and a warmth crawls up my body and 

into my stomach.  For the first time since I came to Bluebonnet Meadows Center my stomach is 

calm, and I am ready for lunch.  That’s when I know I’ll be ok, whether or not I ever thrive.
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