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ABSTRACT 

I Lost My Cherry… is the southern-gothic coming of age story about Purdy Brackshaw, 

who while trying to lose her virginity with her boyfriend Rat, must deal with her parents’ 

crumbling marriage, and her best friend’s plunge from upper class to trailer trash.  This 

story began as a short story taking place in a rural town in Alabama called Ames.  Over 

the past two years, these characters have come to life, and this fictional town has 

become a reality in my imagination.  I hope to continue to develop this novella into a full 

length novel, and I plan to continue writing the lives of the people that live in Ames, 

Alabama.    

 

 

 
 
     
      
 
 
 

 
 
 



CHAPTER I 

I was sitting at the dinner table with my parents, my right elbow on the table, head 

resting in my palm, fork in my left hand, staring at my food. I couldn’t really concentrate on the 

Hamburger Helper knowing that Rat would be here at seven o’clock and that tonight I would 

lose my virginity.  He would lose his, too.  We’d been planning it for weeks because Rat got a 

new truck for his eighteenth birthday and we finally had a place.  We figured there was no time 

like the present.  I hadn’t seen his new truck yet, it had been in the shop getting tricked out, but 

I could imagine that it would be the perfect place with soft seats, tinted windows—privacy, 

finally.  I was thinking about how we might maneuver in there, missionary style, me straddling 

him.  I wondered if it was going to hurt at all.  Casey Millford, my best friend, had told me about 

hers and Howard’s first time and how she had bled like a geyser.  She told me it was because 

the hymen split.  When I asked her what the hymen was she told me it was like tent flap that 

the boys had to break through.  That sounded scary, but Casey exaggerated a lot.  She also 

told me that the pain only lasted a second, like having your ears pierced, and then after that, it 

was nothing but kindness.  Only, my momma had my ears pierced when I was just a little baby 

so everyone would know that I was a girl, so I don’t really remember what that pain was like.   

 I put my fork down and reached up to my left ear, grabbing just above my earring, and 

dug my fingernail in to simulate a piercing.  I closed my eyes and squeezed. 

 “Purdy…” I heard in the distance.  “Purdy!” My mother bumped my arm making my head 

jerk down like it had lost its balance.  

 “Huh? What?” I said.  “I mean, Ma’am?”   

 “What’re you thinking about over there so hard?  I’ve said your name four times.” 

 “I don’t know.  Nothing.” 

 “Well, eat your dinner.  You’ve barely touched a thing.” 

 “I’m not really hungry.” 

 “Eat it anyway,” my father said.  He was sitting to my left, across from my mother.  He 

still had on his Gas Company uniform and smelled vaguely of oil.  He had been working for the 

Gas company since I could remember.  He was their go to man if a line broke somewhere, or if 

there was a leak, even in the middle of the night.  He even had a personalized tag that read 

GAS MAN. 
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I looked at him, squinting my eyes.  He wrapped his hand around his beer can, his 

fingernails black moon slivers, permanently stained from working on meters all day.  “Do what 

your mom says.” He picked up the can and drank from it. 

 “I was asking what your plans were for the night,” my mother said. 

 I looked at my mother. She had one cream covered noodle on her fork, raising it to her 

mouth.  Just before she put it in, the noodle fell back onto her plate.  I laughed. “I don’t know.  

Rat’s picking me up.  We’re probably just gonna’ ride around or something.” 

 “Why do you call him that?  It’s so distasteful.  He’s got such a nice name, Raymond.  

Why don’t you use that one?” 

 I rolled my eyes.  “Because that’s what we call him.”  It was true.  Everybody did call him 

Rat even though his real name was Raymond Miller.  His buddies said it was on account of his 

liking cheese so much, but I always thought it was because of his big teeth and ears, and 

pointy little nose. 

 “Are you going to see Casey, do you think?  How’s she doing since, well, you know?” 

 Casey’s father, Dr. Millford, the local dentist, ran-off with his dental assistant about two 

months ago, leaving Casey and her mom high-and-dry.  Turns out, her dad and the assistant 

had been laundering money from the practice, and they were about to get busted.  Instead, Dr. 

Millford and ho-bag Betty split town, and stuck Mrs. Millford with the bill.  The government took 

the practice and the house, and she and Casey had to move across town to the trailer park 

and now Casey’s going to the public school.   

 “I doubt it.  Haven’t really heard from her since they moved.” 

 “That’s so sad what he did to that poor girl and her momma.” 

 I nodded, and my father grunted, his mouth full of stroganoff.  

 “What does that mean?” my mother asked. 

 “What does what mean?” he asked. 

 “That grunt.” 

 “I didn’t grunt,” he said. 

 “Yes, you did,” my mom said. 

 “Just, she was asking for it is all.  Everyone knows she was whoring herself around 

town.” 
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 “I never heard such a thing.  And either way, nobody deserves to be left out in the cold,” 

my mom said. 

 I rolled my eyes.  “May I be excused?” I asked. 

 “Not until your plate is clean,” my father said. 

 I thought this would never end.  I looked down at my plate and pushed the noodles and 

meat around when I heard a loud rumble like the diesel engine of a semi outside, then the 

honking of a horn in the driveway.  I looked at my watch.  It was only 6:30. 

 “That’s probably Rat,” I said.  I started to get up from the table. 

 “Sit back down,” my father said.  “He can come to the door like a respectable gentleman 

if he wants to take my daughter out.” 

 I rolled my eyes and sat back down.  

 Rat must have got the point because the doorbell rang a few moments later.   

 “I’ll get it,” I said.  I hopped up from the table and went to the door.  I peaked through the 

curtains and sure enough, it was him.  I opened the door.  He was standing there with a bunch 

of pansies, roots still attached.  “You’re early,” I said.  He leaned over and kissed me on the 

cheek.  I reached up and put my arms around his neck.  He squeezed me tight.  When he let 

go, I adjusted my bra.  Rat raised his eyebrows and grinned. 

 “I couldn’t wait to show you the new truck.  These are for you.”  He handed me the 

flowers and dirt from the roots rained on my shoes.   

 “Thanks,” I said.  “From Mrs. Mason’s flowerbed?  I’m sure she’ll appreciate that.”   

 He grinned, his oversized teeth protruding forward, not stained but not white.  The 

perfect shade of ecru. 

 “Well, let’s see it.” 

 Rat stepped to the side so I could see around him.  I looked out the door and saw the 

truck sitting in the driveway.  It was a chocolate brown Chevy Z-71.  “Looks nice, but it sure is 

high,” I said.   

 “It’s got a twenty-inch lift kit,” he said.  

“I can’t wait to see the inside.”   

“Oh, you’ll be seeing plenty of that.”  He arched his eyebrows up and down. 

“Purdy!” My mother called from the dining room.  “Come back and finish your dinner.” 

 I rolled my eyes and grabbed Rat’s hand.  “Come on.” 
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 We went back into the dining room.  Rat sat down beside my father, across from me.  

He was wearing a tan Polo button down, his coffee hair combed to the side, just a little too 

perfectly, swooping across his forehead, just above his green eyes.   

 “Hey Ray,” my father said.  He slapped Rat on the shoulder.  “Want some beef 

stroganoff?  Mrs. Brackshaw spent a lot of time on it.  Sure is good.” 

 “It’s from a box,” I said. 

 “No thank you.  I just ate.” 

 “How about something to drink?  Sweet tea? Co-cola?”  my mother asked. 

 “Sure, that sounds good.  I never can turn down your sweet tea.” 

 My mother started to get up from the table.  Rat stopped her.  “I can get it myself.  I 

know where everything is.” 

 Rat walked to the kitchen.  The dining room and the kitchen were all one room.  My 

father had knocked down the wall between them a few years before because my mother 

wanted a more open feel.  Rat opened the fridge and pulled out the pitcher of tea.   

 “Grab me a beer while you’re in there, son,” my father said.   

 “I think you’ve had enough, Woody,” my mother said.  “He’s had enough, Ray.”  

 Rat was about to grab the beer off the top shelf and paused, looking back at my mother.   

 “I know when I’ve had enough.  Now get me another beer.” 

 Rat looked at me, and I just shrugged.     

 “I’ll get it myself, then,” my father said.  He stood up, and his chair went toppling over.  

He went to the fridge and snatched a beer off the shelf.  He popped it open and took a swig.  

He walked out of the room, his chair still on the floor and his plate still half-full.   

 My mother and I sat at the table and Rat stood in the kitchen with the refrigerator door 

open.  I looked from my mom, to Rat, and then back to my mom.  “Can I go, Momma?” 

 She nodded.    

 Rat put the tea back into the fridge and shut the door.  I got up and righted my father’s 

chair.  I took my plate to the kitchen and lay it in the sink.  Rat just stood there, looking around.   

 “Hold on, a sec.  I need to get something out of my room.”   

 I left Rat standing in the kitchen and ran down the hall to my room.  I went in and closed 

the door behind me, walking around my bed to the side opposite the door.  I kneeled down and 

pulled up the white bed skirt.  Underneath my bed was a patch of carpet the shape of an iron 
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that could be removed; a place where the previous owners must have burned a hole in the 

carpet and then patched it up.  I hid stuff in there, like letters I wanted to keep and money.  I 

removed the carpet top and reached under there, feeling around for the object I was looking 

for.  I felt the plastic square between my fingers and pulled it out.  I held up the gold square, it 

was like the golden ticket, and I was finally going to meet Willy Wonka.  A black logo read 

Trojan MAGNUM, large condoms, with a little black Trojan head on it.  Casey had given it to 

me months ago, when she and Howard first did it.  She had stolen a bunch out of her mom’s 

bedside table.   

 I stood up, walked back around my bed, grabbing my navy blue SAK purse from the 

bedpost, and shoved the condom in the side pocket.  I slung the purse over my shoulder and 

patted the side.   

 I walked back through the kitchen and my mother was at the sink rinsing the dishes and 

putting them into the dishwasher.   

 “Where’s Rat?”  I asked. 

 “Raymond’s in the living room.” 

 “Okay.  Bye then.”  I started toward the living room. 

 “Remember, midnight, Purdy Brackshaw.  Now, don’t be late or your daddy’ll be out 

looking for you.”  

 “Yes Ma’am,” I hollered over my shoulder as I passed through the dining room and into 

the living room. 

 Rat was sitting on the sofa, his hands in his pockets.  I stood in front of him and held my 

hands out, as if to help him up.   

 “Let’s go,” I said.  He grabbed my hands, and I helped heave him up.  We walked out 

the door.    

   

 “Isn’t she a beaut?” Rat said.  He walked in front of the truck, running his hand along the 

hood.   

 “It’s great.  I’m glad you finally got it out of the shop.”   

 “I know, but it was worth it.  Just look at her.” He opened the passenger side door for 

me.   I climbed in, almost needing a stepladder.  The interior was a velvety red, like the inside 

of a chocolate covered cherry, and he’d already hung the gun rack I gave him for his birthday, 
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Browning shotgun in place.  The truck was a stick shift, which meant I would never drive it, and 

it had two large bucket seats that made it look like a cockpit, with a red console in the middle.  

It didn’t have that new car smell because it was only new to Rat, but he had one of those pine 

trees hanging from the rear view that made it smell like Christmas.  I leaned over to see if my 

school picture was propped up in front of the speedometer—that’s where it had been in his old 

truck.  It was.  Rat got in the truck. 

 “Want a drink?” he asked.   

 “Sure.”   

 He pulled out a 20 oz. Dr. Pepper from the console.   

 “Is that from last weekend?”   

 “Yeah.” 

 “Rat, you know I don’t like it when it’s old.  All the fuzzies will be gone.” 

 “But you barely drank any of it, and don’t call me Rat.  You know I hate that name.”   

 “But everybody calls you Rat.”    

 “Yeah, but you’re my girlfriend so you shouldn’t because I don’t want you to.” 

 “Whatever, but I want a new Dr. Pepper.” 

 He put the Dr. Pepper back into the console.  “We’ll go by Bob’s for another Dr. Pepper, 

but only if you don’t call me Rat for the rest of the night.” 

 “Fine,” I said.  I reached up and adjusted my bra again. 

 “Why do you keep doing that?” 

 “It’s this new bra my mom got me.  It’s like a chastity belt or something.  She says it’s for 

minimization.” 

 Rat leaned over and went to pull my shirt out so he could see down it.  I slapped his 

hand away.   

 “Don’t do that.  It looks like a granny bra anyway.  There’s like five clasps on the back.  

Besides, you’ll be seeing plenty of it later,” I said.   

 “Yee haw,” he said. 

 He cranked the truck and the sound of the customized pipes let out a thunderous roar.  

Before he backed out, he looked at me and said, “Wanna’ ride bitch?” patting the console in 

the middle of us. 
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 “It’s called riding ‘ho,’ and you know I don’t do that till we get to the dirt roads.  What if 

somebody sees us?  It looks funny when there’s only two people in the truck and they’re sitting 

right next to each other.” 

 “Casey rides bitch with Howard all the time.” 

 Howard was Rat’s best friend, and he and Casey had been dating for almost six months 

now, that’s how me and Rat got hooked up in the first place. 

 “Well, I’m not Casey.  And besides, she never has been too worried about her 

reputation anyhow.”   

 It was true.  Casey didn’t exactly have the best reputation at school.  She was known for 

being a little wild, but I always thought she played the part more than it really existed.  Always 

thought it was for attention, and, boy, did she always get the attention.  I guess that’s why I 

liked being friends with her.  I never got any attention before that.  Something about her drew 

people in.  A lot of the girls at school weren’t allowed to hang out with Casey.  Their mommas 

said she was a bad influence.  They were all the gossiping type that had luncheons at the 

country club.  Lucky for me, my momma wasn’t that type. 

 “You shouldn’t talk about your best friend like that.” 

 “Well, she must not be my best friend considering she hasn’t called me one time since 

she moved.  She and Howard still together?” 

 “You should give her a break, Purdy.  She’s got it rough right now.  Howard says they 

don’t even have a telephone.  That’s probably why she hasn’t called.” 

 “Oh, so he’s still seeing her.  I guess he’s the only one she cares about anymore.” 

 “Don’t be that way, Purdy.  She’ll come around.  She’s just trying to adjust to her new 

surroundings.” 

 “Why you taking up for her all of a sudden?  You were the one always saying how she 

got on your nerves, how she stole your best friend.” 

 “Forget it.  Let’s go.” 

 “Fine.”  I sat back and looked out the window.  I felt the truck vibrate as Rat put it in gear 

and backed out of the driveway.   

   

 We pulled into Bob’s, the convenient store nearest the dirt roads. Bob’s was a BP 

station connected to Southern Taxidermists and Ames Liquors.  I don’t know why it was called 
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Bob’s because the owner’s name was Scooter McFarland, but that’s what the sign said so 

that’s what everybody called it.  Bob’s was also the closest thing Ames, Alabama had to an ice 

cream shop and butcher because you could get hand-dipped ice cream and a nice cut a beef 

all in one stop.  

 “Want anything else?” Rat asked as he got out of the truck. 

 “Nacho cheese Doritos,” I said. 

 He made a face and headed to the store.  We had parked in front of Southern 

Taxidermists and I stared at the dead animals frozen in different, unnatural poses.  A stuffed 

raccoon stood on his hind legs, like a man, his mouth open and hands spread wide, claws out, 

as if to attack something.  His eyes were shiny and glassy—I felt like he was looking right at 

me.  I turned toward the liquor store to get out of his sight and lo and behold, Ms. Georgia 

Gentry, my Sunday school teacher and the coolest person in town, came walking out of the 

liquor store, carrying a brown grocery sack.  Her hair was the color of a maraschino cherry, 

and she had a tiny diamond in her nose that looked like a speck of glitter left over from a New 

Year’s party hat.  I asked my mom could I dye my hair and pierce my nose, but she wouldn’t let 

me.    

 I watched as Ms. Georgia walked over to her black corvette with yellow and orange 

flames painted down the sides—all sex, drugs, and rock and roll.  Only she didn’t do drugs 

anymore, since she found Jesus and all.  She told our Sunday school class all about it.  She 

called it her “Reformation.”    

 She was fumbling with her keys trying to get the trunk open.  I rolled down the window 

and said, “Ms. Georgia, Ms. Georgia!” waving my arms like I was signaling a rescue helicopter.  

Her faced turned a little pink, and she almost dropped her grocery sack as she put it into the 

trunk.  I got out of the truck and walked over.  “Hey, Ms. Georgia.  Having a little party tonight?”   

 “No, it’s for my husband.  He and the boys are having poker night.  It’s not illegal, I’m of 

age.  As for you, Purdy Brackshaw, what’re you doing over here?” 

 “Oh.  My boyfriend’s inside Bob’s.” 

 I turned to point at the store when Rat came walking out, setting off the bells hanging at 

the top of the door.  He motioned for me to come on.  I looked back at Ms. Georgia. “See you 

tomorrow at church,” I said.  I ran back to the truck and got in.   
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 Me and Rat hit Doe Run Road, the dirt road that ran behind our high school, where 

most students frequented on Saturday nights when no one was having a barn party, and I 

scooted over to the “ho” seat, resting my hand on Rat’s leg.  We did two circles around Doe 

Run drinking loads of whiskey, mine with Dr. Pepper and his with Mt. Dew, and then we 

headed out to Moulette’s Bend, the dirt road out of town a-ways, where fewer people went.  

We had to get back on the highway, go past Bob’s a few miles, and then turn off again.  As 

soon as we turned on the road, I saw a white truck jacked up on mud tires coming our way.  It 

was Howard, but I didn’t see Casey.  Then a head popped, up, and Howard sounded his Dixie 

horn.   

 “She’s giving him road head,” I said.  Casey had told me that it was Howard’s favorite 

thing.  I told her that it probably wasn’t a good idea unless she wanted to end up wrecked in a 

ditch.   

   Howard pulled up beside Rat’s truck and stopped.  Casey was riding ho.  Rat rolled 

down his window, and Howard did the same.  Howard’s orange hair was stuck to his forehead, 

and the freckles across his nose were damp and glistened in the sun.  Casey wiped her mouth 

with the back of her hand.  She was grinning wider than a hyena, and the edges around her 

lips looked pink, like she’d gotten an Indian burn.  “Hey there, Purdy.  Things going all right?” 

Casey asked, giving me a wink.   

 “We weren’t expecting to see nobody out here this early,” Howard said. 

 “Yeah, we got an early start,” Rat said.  “I was a little anxious.” 

 “I bet you were,” Howard said.  Casey let out a little giggle. 

 “About finally having the new truck and all,” Rat said.  “It’s been two weeks since I got it 

for my birthday.  Just came out of the shop today.” His arm hung out of the opened window, 

and he patted the side of the truck as if it were his pet dog. 

 “Looks real good,” Howard said.  “Real nice.  How’s that console, Purdy?  Rat, you 

should get a bench seat like mine.  Keep your woman’s ass from hurting.” Howard put his arm 

around Casey and squeezed her toward him.  Her head went in his armpit.  She fell into him 

like a rag doll, her face disappearing into his plaid Wrangler button down shirt.  When he let 

her go, she straightened herself out but never stopped smiling.  

 “It’s fine,” I said.   
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 “All right, then,” Howard said.  “You kids have a good time.  Don’t do anything I wouldn’t 

do.”  Howard reached out and touched Rat’s arm.  He gassed it, and his pipes let out a growl 

much louder than Rat’s truck.  I heard the Dixie horn again, turned around and looked out of 

the back window as they pulled away.  The dust cloud was the color of sunset and as it settled, 

I could see that Casey’s silhouette was missing once again. 

 “Did you tell him about our plans?”  I asked. 

 “What?  No, I didn’t tell.  Did you tell Casey?” 

 “No.  I didn’t tell her.  I just told you I haven’t talked to her in weeks and here she is on 

the dirt road, talking to me like I saw her yesterday.” 

 I looked out of the passenger side window and took a sip of my drink.  We rode 

Moulette’s Bend a couple of times, mostly in silence except for Hank Williams, Jr. or Merle 

Haggard singing.  We went passed an old house with red siding and a sloping front porch.  It 

was a known honky-tonk and Steve Ray Vaughan’s “Voodoo Child” wailed from the opened 

windows.  I moved to the edge of my seat so I could see around Rat.  An old black man sat on 

the front porch smoking cigarettes, rocking in his chair to the rhythm, sipping from a coffee 

mug that was probably filled with moonshine.  He tipped his mug as we passed by, and gave 

us a toothless smile.  Rat gave him a two-finger wave out the window, and I dipped my chin.  I 

wondered what was going on in there.  Maybe they were bumping and grinding to Stevie-Ray’s 

swanky chords, moving back and forth, sweating and shaking.  Maybe they were making love 

in the back room, hips cresting and receding.  I wanted to go in that back room with Rat, but I 

wasn’t too sure he’d have that kind of rhythm to keep up with Stevie Ray.  I sat back in my seat 

and thought maybe that house was empty except for that little old man sipping his moonshine.  

Maybe he wished that we had stopped and made conversation. 

We took some dirt roads we had never been down, listening to Conway Twitty and 

Alanis Morissette.  I screamed “Head Over Feet,” at the top of my lungs and told Rat that it 

was going to be our song.  He laughed and sang along with me.  It had been pitch dark for 

awhile, and we had been down just about every dirt road in Jepsum County when I noticed that 

it was almost 11:00 and we were at least twenty minutes from the cotton fields.  

 “Rat, can we get on out to the fields?  It’s getting late, and you know if I miss curfew my 

dad’ll be out looking for me all over town.” 

 “All right, then.  But only if you’ll stop calling me Rat.” 
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 “OK, Ray.  Let’s get going.”  

 He turned around and headed back down the dirt road.  Rat pulled out on the highway 

but I didn’t move from my seat on the console.  I started kissing his neck, trying not to suck too 

hard; I didn’t want to mark him up, tomorrow being church day and all.  I untucked his shirt and 

weasled my hand down his pants.  He was already hard.  By the time we got to the dirt road 

that led to the cotton field, I was ready to go.  The road was bumpy from the recent rain and 

my ass was hurting from sitting on that hard console for so long, but I didn’t care because I 

was about to get what I’d been waiting for.  Rat found a safe place toward the back of the field, 

behind the blooming cotton plants.  They were waist high now; it was picking time.  The field 

was completely white as if it had actually snowed in Alabama.  He put the truck in neutral and 

pulled up the emergency brake, leaving it running.  The instrument panel gave off a nice moon 

glow and David Allen Coe was singing, “If that ain’t country, I’ll kiss your ass.”  Rat turned 

toward me, and we kissed.  He was jamming his tongue in and out of my mouth like a 

jackhammer.  “Not so hard, Rat,” I said, grabbing his face with my free hand.  

 “Purdy, I asked you not to call me that,” he said.  He pulled his face from the grip of my 

hand.   

 “Sorry. Not so hard, Ray.”  He slowed down and started unbuttoning my shirt, an 

oversized men’s polo.  I wore it with navy blue leggings, thick socks, and my Timberland hiking 

boots.  I’d seen Jennifer Aniston wearing something similar on Friends.  I removed my shirt 

and threw it.  I went to pull my bra off, over my head, as if taking off a t-shirt, like always.   

 “No, Purdy.  Let me do it right this time.”  I stopped and Rat reached around me to undo 

the clasps properly.  He had both hands behind my back, fiddling around.  He finally got all five 

clasps undone.  “Damn, you weren’t kidding about the chastity belt.  That thing was built to 

lock and load.” 

 As soon as the girls were free, he went straight for them as if the baby instinct in him 

said, “Suck them, suck them,” and he did and that’s when things got all tingly and flowy and I 

went for his belt.  I got the buckle undone, but his fly was button down and I was fumbling.  Rat 

stopped what he was doing and in one fell swoop had his fly undone and his pants down to his 

ankles.  I shimmied my leggings down, left my boots on, (it would take too long to get them 

off,) and swung myself over him, my back against the steering wheel.  He was wearing silky 

black boxers with red hearts on them.  “Nice,” I said, and we both laughed.   
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 “Hold on.”  I grabbed my purse from the floorboard and pulled out the golden packet, 

handing it to Rat.  He held it in his hand, twirling it over.   

 “Wow,” he said, “Magnum.” 

 “Casey gave it to me.” 

 “I hope it fits.” 

 “Give it to me.”  I grabbed the package and tore the wrapper as if I was opening a bag 

of chips.  I pulled out the condom.  It was squishy and sticky, like a piece of chewed gum.  I 

reached through the fly of Rat’s boxers and pulled it out.  There it was, in my hand, limp as a 

dead rattler.   

 “What the fuck, Rat?” 

 “Just rub it, it’ll come back,” he said. 

 I tried.  Up and down, back and forth, but nothing.   

 “Don’t you like me?” I asked.  My arm was tired.  “I thought you wanted this?”   

 “I do.  Just keep tugging on it.” 

 “I have been, for, like, twenty minutes.  It’s not working.” 

 “Try spitting on it.” 

 I let go for a minute, spat in my palm, and went back to work. 

 “It’s not working.” 

 “Just keep tugging,” he said. 

 I kept going, but my elbow was flaring up and I saw the muscles in my forearm flexing.  

“I’m done tugging,” I said.   

 “Awww.  Come on, Purdy.  It’ll work.” 

 I moved back to the passenger seat and sat there holding my boobs, my pants still 

around my ankles.  “I thought tonight was the night.” 

 He pulled his pants back on, lit a cigarette, and rolled down the window.  I looked at 

him, then at the condom in my hand.  I lay it on the console and pulled my pants back up.  I 

found my bra wrapped around the gearshift and my shirt on the dash.  I put my clothes back on 

and sat still and quiet, my hands crossed over my chest. 

 “It is,” he said.  “It was.” He stared up at the ceiling, blowing smoke rings into the visor. 

 “What’s wrong with me?  Don’t I turn you on?” 

 “The whiskey,” he said. 
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 “Oh, sure, go ahead and mix a drink at a time like this.” 

 “No, it’s the…did you hear that?” he said. He snapped his head to look out the window. 

 “I’m not playing any of your games right now, Rat.”  I looked at the clock on the dash.  

“It’s almost midnight.  I’m going to be late.  We need to get going.” 

 “Don’t call me…”  Then I heard it, too: a rustling in the cotton plants.  I put my hands on 

the console and my feet in the seat, leaning over Rat to see if I could see anything out of the 

window.  It was dark except for the white cotton bolls that glowed from the moonlight.     

 “See, I told you,” he said. 

 “I thought you said we would be alone out here.”  I sat back down in the passenger seat.   

 “Well, we are, but Daddy’s got a couple of workers who live in little shacks on the 

grounds.” 

 “What?  What if they’ve been spying?  Come on Rat, let’s go.  My dad’s going to be out 

hunting for me if I don’t get home.” 

 Then the noise again, like someone walking through dead leaves in the woods. 

Rat reached behind the seat and pulled out his high beam spotlight.  He used it for hunting at 

night with his buddies.  He pointed it out the window and turned it on.  

 “Don’t do that.  You’ll just draw more attention to us.  Let’s go.”   

 He dropped the light and reached around for his shotgun hanging on the back window.  

“Duck!” he said, and I did.  I felt the whoosh of the gun barrel waver my hair as he swung the 

gun over my head to point it out his window.  Two loud bangs went off.    

 I looked up. “What the fuck!  What are you doing?” 

 “I think I got the little sucker,” he said.  He opened the door and got out, gun in hand.  I 

climbed over the console and followed him out the driver’s side door.  By the time I caught up 

with him, he was standing in between some cotton plants, his gun propped up on his left 

shoulder like a soldier in a parade.  In the other hand, he was holding a bloody armadillo by its 

tail, grinning like he’d caught the prize winning fish.  From my angle, it looked completely 

whole.  Then he twisted the hard-shelled rodent to the left, and I could see the right side was 

missing, and in its place was sanguine pieces of jiggly jello. 

 “Oh, so now who’s the big man?” 

 “What?” he said, the smile disappearing from his face.   
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 “Jesus Christ, Rat.  An armadillo?  A poor little armadillo?  Let’s go.”  I turned around 

and went back to the truck.  I settled myself in and started eating my nacho cheese Doritos to 

cover the smell of alcohol on my breath, in case my parents were up when I got home.  By the 

time he got back, it was 12:30, which meant hell to pay on the home front.   

 

 When we pulled in front of my house, I wouldn’t let Rat give me a good night kiss.  He 

leaned toward me, and I pulled away. “Don’t you come near me till you get that ‘dillo off your 

hands.”  I got out of the truck, and stood in the opened door. 

  “Want to hang out tomorrow after church?”  he asked.  

 “Maybe, if you’ve got your junk working.”  I slammed the door and stood there as he 

drove off, listening to the rumbling of those enormous pipes vibrating the whole neighborhood.  

I waited until it was silent and turned around to walk to the house; my dad’s truck wasn’t in the 

driveway.  “Fuck, fuck, fuckity, fuck,” I said, stomping around and slamming my fist down 

through the air.   

 I went to the door and peeked through the glass.  I could see a blurred version of my 

mother sitting on the plaid sofa, watching television.  The sofa was new, she had decided to go 

with a country theme, this time, but the wallpaper was still flowery from the Victorian décor 

she’d had before.   “Great,” I said, under my breath.  It’s always worse when she’s waiting up.  

I saw her get up and head towards the door so I went in.   

 Before she said a word I blurted out, “I’m only an hour late; I can’t believe that you and 

dad are so psycho that he’s already out looking for me.  If you’d just get me a cell phone, we 

wouldn’t have this problem.  Every one else at school has a cell phone.”  I waved my hands in 

the air and looked everywhere but in her face.  When I stopped talking and looked up, I noticed 

the puffiness under her eyes and the running mascara.  Now I was about to get the “I’m not 

mad, just disappointed” speech.   

 “You’re not getting a cell phone, and that’s that.  If you’d pay attention to the time, we 

wouldn’t have this problem,” my mother said, “and he’s not out looking for you.”  She was 

standing by the leather recliner that my father refused to give up, despite my mother’s choice 

in decor, one hand on the back of it, the other on her hip.   

 “What?  Then where is he?”  I sat down on the hearth of the fireplace, keeping my 

distance.  I was afraid to get too close thinking she would be able to smell the sex on me.  I 
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didn’t know if sex had a smell, but if it did, my mother would smell it.  She had a nose like one 

of those dogs that worked for the police.  The first and only time I smoked a cigarette, she 

smelled it on me as soon as I walked through the door.  “Have you been smoking?” she asked.  

Of course, I said no, but then she grabbed my hand and sniffed my fingers and I was busted.  I 

got a big speech about how my grandma died of lung cancer.  After that, I was scared to touch 

a cigarette again.  If she sniffed my fingers now, I wondered if they would smell like dick, and 

she would tell me how my grandpa died of prostate cancer, then I would be afraid to touch one 

of those again, too.   

 “I don’t know where he is,” she said. 

 “What do you mean, you don’t know?  Like he got called out for work, and you’re not 

sure where he had to go?”    

“No.  I mean that we got in a fight about his drinking, and he left.”    

 “He left?  Just like that?  He up and left?  There’s got to be something else.” 

 She shook her head no, stroking the leather chair with her hand in time with the back 

and forth motion of her head.  

 “Let’s go find him.”  I stood up from the hearth and walked over to the door, grabbing my 

keys from the hooks that hung on the wall.   

 “You’re not going back out, Purdy.  It’s almost 1:30.  Besides, I think we should stay 

here for when he comes back.”  Her eyes were glassy and hard, I knew I had to get away.   

 “What if Rat goes with me?  I could call his cell phone because he has a cell phone, and 

he would come back.”  

 “I don’t think it’s a good idea, Purdy.” 

 “Come on, Mom.  I’m sixteen years old, and Rat’s eighteen.  We can handle this.  

Besides, Dad’s always out looking for me, now it’s my turn.” 

 “Well, I guess, but only if Raymond will go with you.”   

 I called Rat and explained the situation.   

 “He says he’ll be right over.  I’m going to wait outside for him.” 

 “Be careful,” she said. 

 “Sure you don’t want to come?” I asked.   

 “I’ll wait here,” she said. 
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 I walked out the door, got into my white Honda Accord, and waited for Rat to get back to 

my house.  Rat’s senior picture was on my dash in front of the speedometer.  I picked it up and 

held it close to my face.  He was wearing a tuxedo and he looked like a little kid that was 

dressed up for Easter.  I couldn’t believe he was about to graduate and go off to college.  I 

wondered if we would stay together or if he would forget all about me after he left.  If I were his 

first, he couldn’t forget.   

 I saw lights coming down the street, so I put the picture back and got out of my car.  Rat 

pulled into the driveway behind my mother’s minivan.  He joined me, and I pulled onto the road 

headed for the other side of town.  I didn’t think it would be that hard to find my dad, Ames 

wasn’t exactly overflowing with places to go.  I knew a few places to look:  The Elks club, 

where he liked to shoot pool with the only two friends he had, Pete and Joey; the gas station 

that Joey owned; and the only bar in town—Charlie Brown’s.  This wasn’t the first time that my 

mom and dad fought about his drinking, but this was the first time he actually up and left home.  

Usually he would just sit in his recliner brooding, beer in hand, his face and balding head 

turning different shades of red and purple depending on his stage of anger.   

 Joey’s gas station was closed, and dad’s truck wasn’t at the Elks club.  We checked 

Charlie Brown’s last, but he wasn’t there either.  As I was pulling out of Charlie Brown’s, my 

lights shined across the street into the parking lot of the Howard Johnson.  “Look.  Isn’t that 

your dad’s truck?”  Rat pointed across the street to the hotel parking lot.  Sure enough, there 

was my dad’s truck, GAS MAN license plate and all.   

“Holy Shit.  What do you think he’s doing?” 

 “A married man at a hotel?  What’d you think he’s doing?” 

 “That’s not funny, Rat.”   

 “I’m just saying that’s what I’d being doing.” 

 “Lucky her.  It’d be the performance of a lifetime.” 

 I crossed the street into the parking lot.  My dad’s truck was parked toward the front 

under the sign, so it wasn’t obvious which room he was in.  I pulled under the covered 

driveway and got out of my car.  “Are you coming?” 

 “Nope.  This is all you.” 

   I went into the lobby.  It was bright with harsh fluorescent lighting and a hefty woman in 

a flowered dress sat behind the desk.  Her nametag labeled her Dawn.  “Hi, Dawn,” I said, 
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stepping toward the counter.  “I’m supposed to meet my father here.  He came into town earlier 

and I guess his cell’s not working or something and I don’t know which room he’s in.” 

 “Name?” she asked.  She rolled over to the computer and typed something in.   

 “Woody Brackshaw.  Or, Woodward Brackshaw.  He goes by Woody.” 

 She tapped on the keyboard.  “Room 123.  Go out these main doors, around the corner 

to your left, it will be all the way down.”  She handed me a key.  I bet she thinks I’m meeting my 

lover here.  If only.   

 I thanked Dawn, and went outside and got in the car.   

 “Well?” Rat said. 

 “He’s in room 123.”  I had the key card in my hands, turning it over and over.   

 “Are you going over?” 

 “I guess.  I don’t know.  Should I?” 

 “I don’t know.”   

 “Will you come with me?” 

 “Purdy, I really don’t want to be involved in this.” 

 “Please.  I’ll never call you Rat again.” 

 “Yes, you will.” 

 “No, I won’t.  Just come.” 

 “Okay.” 

 We got out of the car and followed Dawn’s directions.  Rat grabbed my hand as we 

were walking down the sidewalk.  I was staring at the ground, feeling hollow and nauseous.  

We came to the end of the walk, stopped, and I looked up at the door, painted hunter green 

with 123 in gold metal letters, screwed in just above the peephole.  I looked at the key card in 

my hand.  I pulled it out of its paper sheath, and put my hand on the doorknob.  I looked at Rat.  

“It’s now or never.”  I turned back toward the door, pushed the key in, and then pulled it out 

quickly.  The light turned green and beeped.  I turned the knob.  I pushed the door, and Bam!  

It stopped, only opening about six inches.  I stuck my face up to the gap.  “Hello? Dad, is that 

you?  Are you in there?  It’s Purdy.”  I heard some shuffling going on, and then footsteps 

across the carpet.  The door shut all the way, and I heard the scraping of metal across metal 

as he undid the chain lock.  I saw the door handle turn so I pushed, and the door flew open.  

“Dad, what’s going on?” 
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 He stood by the door in his boxers and black dress socks.  His hair was a mess, and I 

could tell we woke him up.  He squinted, and scratched his belly, which was white and round 

like a dimpled full moon.  “Purdy, what are you doing here?” he said, looking at me, and then 

toward Rat.  “Ray?”   

 “Hi, Mr. Brackshaw,” Rat said. 

 I pushed past him and walked into the room.  The bedside lamp was on and so was the 

TV.  Beer cans were scattered all over the place.  Only one of the two double beds was 

unmade.  My dad came back into the room followed by Rat.  Rat sat down in one of the chairs 

at the small table for two.  My dad grabbed his button up shirt from the other chair and slipped 

it on, leaving it opened.  He stood by the TV that was sitting on top of the dresser.  I sat down 

on the made bed, and looked at my father.  His stomach hung over his boxer shorts, and his 

belly button looked deeper than ever.  When I was younger, I called it a rabbit hole. I saw his 

bald spot in the mirror behind him.  It looked like a carpet, worn thin in one spot from too much 

traffic.  To the right of the dresser, closest to the door, stood a white mini-fridge with an old-

school microwave on top, the kind with a turn dial instead of buttons.  I looked down at the 

bedspread, and traced the flowers with my finger.  It looked like the wallpaper in my parents’ 

bedroom.   

 “Dad?  What are you doing?” 

 “I could ask you the same thing,” he said. 

 I stopped tracing, and looked up at him, lifting my eyebrows.  

 “I just needed some peace and quiet,” he said.  “That’s all.” 

 “Oh.”   

 “What are you doing here?  Shouldn’t you be in bed?” 

 “Mom was worried.  She didn’t know where you were.” 

 “I’m here.  Just wanted to be alone.” 

 I looked over at the bedside table in between the two beds.  A red velvet box the size of 

a deck of cards was sitting next to the digital clock.  I picked up the box, and ran my hand over 

the velvet.  It wasn’t soft like the interior of Rat’s truck, but thin and scratchy like fuzzy 

sandpaper.   

 “What’s this?” I opened the box, and inside was a gold chain with a heart shaped 

pendant, one tiny diamond in the middle of the heart like a shiny birthmark.   
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 “It’s a gift,” my father said.  He walked toward me, and took the box from me, closing it 

with a snap that sounded like a toy gun.  I jumped a little.   

 “For mom?” I asked.  “For y’all’s anniversary next week?” 

 He sat down on the bed and slumped over, his shoulders near his ears.  He held the 

box in his hand, and rubbed his thumb on the lid. 

 “Twenty-five years is a long time to be with someone,” he said.    

 Rat stood up from his chair.  “Sorry to have bothered you, Mr. Brackshaw.  Purdy, we 

should get going.” 

 I stood up from the bed.  “I need to use the bathroom first.”  I went into the bathroom, 

and closed the door.  I sat down on the toilet seat, and put my head in my hands.  I rubbed my 

temples, and ran my fingers through my hair.  I let out a deep sigh, and looked around the 

bathroom.  Everything looked normal.  Tacky wallpaper with tiny blue flowers, miniature soap 

and shampoo by the sink on top of a folded white hand towel.  I stood up, and walked over to 

the sink, putting a hand on each side, leaning toward the mirror.  The fluorescent lighting 

showed every flaw.  I could see the hairs that needed to be plucked around my eyebrows, the 

line of freckles across my nose and cheeks from the sun.  I saw a fluttering out of the corner of 

my eye.  I looked toward the shower.  The curtain was closed.  I saw it flutter again.  I righted 

myself, and turned toward the shower, staring.  I thought I saw a shadow.  Slowly, I reached 

my hand toward the curtain, and yanked it to the side.  Nothing.  My shoulders fell, and I 

sighed.  I looked up, and saw the air conditioning vent on the wall across from curtain.  I turned 

back to the mirror.  My eyelids were droopy, and my eyes were pink.  I looked like my father; 

the pictures of him from the seventies when his hair was long and parted down the middle.  

When he wanted to be a Beatle.  Before he knocked up my mother.  Before they got married at 

17 and 18 and then lost the baby.  I came many years later, but we still seemed to have ruined 

his life.  I splashed some water on my face, and dried it with the hand towel.  I flushed the 

toilet, even though I hadn’t used it, and walked out. 

 “Okay, I’m ready,” I said. 

 “You guys don’t have to go,” my father said. 

 Rat was already standing by the door.  My father walked in front of him to the mini-fridge 

next to the dresser.  “Stay,” he said.  He opened the fridge and grabbed a beer.  “Want one?” 

he asked.  He held the beer toward Rat.   
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 Rat looked at me and shrugged.  “Okay,” he said, and he took the beer from my father. 

 “Rat,” I said, “we need to go.” 

 “It’s okay, Purdy, I won’t tell your mother,” my father said.  

 He grabbed two more beers from the fridge, and handed one to me.  He opened his and 

took a swallow.  Rat and I did the same.  I sat down on the bed, and Rat sat beside me.  My 

father sat on the other bed across from us.    

 “This is good,” my father said.  “We never get to hang out together.” 

 I sat there holding my beer.  I wasn’t sure if he was serious about not telling mom.   

 “How’s school?  Ray, you going off to college next year?” 

 “Planning on it,” he said.  “Not sure where, though.” 

 “That’s good.” 

 My dad gulped from his can.  I looked down at mine, and then took a sip.  We sat in 

silence.  I thought about Casey’s father, and I wondered if he stayed in a hotel room by himself 

the night before he left them.  I wondered if my dad were to leave, if I have to move to 

Trailorville.  Rat slurped, and I looked up.  My dad stared at us, nodding.   

 “So,” he said. 

 I tapped my foot, gripped my can, and it crunched.  Beer overflowed from the top and 

dripped down the side.  I wiped it with my shirttail.  I looked at my father.  He was still staring.    

 “Dad?” 

 “Yeah?” 

 “Are you leaving us?” 

 He looked at me for a moment, chugged the rest of his beer, and then crunched the 

can.  “I would never leave you, Purdy.” 

 I stood up from the bed and put my full beer on the bedside table.  “Come on Rat, we 

need to go.” 

 “But I’m not done with my beer.” 

 “Rat.” 

 He put his beer next to mine and stood up.   

 I looked at my Dad.  “What should I tell Mom?”   

 “Whatever you want.  Nothing.”  

 “Okay.” I walked toward him, leaned over for a hug.  He kissed me on the cheek. 
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 “Love you, Purdy.  Mean it.” 

 “I know, Dad.”     

 Rat and I walked out.   

 We got in my car and left. 

  

   

When I got home, my mom lay in my father’s recliner.  I thought she was asleep, but as 

soon as I opened the door, she flung the footrest down and stood up.   

 “Did you find him?”  

 I hung my keys on the hooks by the door and walked over to the fireplace, sitting on the 

hearth, again.  I undid my Timberlands, slowly, untying the double knots and unwrapping the 

too long laces that I had circled around my ankles to make them shorter.   

 “Purdy,” she said, “did you find him?” 

 I pulled my socks off, and rubbed my feet.  I looked up at her, and shook my head.  

 “No, I didn’t.”   

 Her shoulders fell, and she released a long sigh.  “I was so worried.” 

 “I’m exhausted,” I said.  “I’m going to bed.” 

 “Okay.  I’m glad you got home safely.  I’m sure he’ll be home sooner or later.” 

 “Yeah, sooner or later.”  I got up from the hearth, and walked toward my bedroom.    

“Night.” 

 “Night.”   

 I heard her flop back down into the recliner, and the footrest rise up again, and then just 

the TV, and then nothing as I crawled into bed.  
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CHAPTER II 

 

The next morning, no one woke me for Sunday school, but I got up in time to make it 

Big Church for the sermon.  Before I left, I talked with Rat and made plans to meet him that 

afternoon in the cotton fields.  When I got to church, the organ music had already begun and 

the congregation was singing “How Great Thou Art.”  I joined the rest of my friends in the 

second row, the youth always sat in the front, and I saw my parents in the choir loft wearing 

the brown robes with cream trim.  The loft was behind the stage.  Behind the choir was a large 

wall with a glass square in the middle—the baptistery.  It was like a Jacuzzi in the back of the 

sanctuary where people were born again, the last Sunday of every month.  The outside wall 

was all glass so that the congregation could see when the preacher dunked then raised 

someone, washed of their sins.  Above the Jacuzzi, hung a large wooden cross, lit by white 

spotlights, changed to red and green during December.  I was baptized when I was ten 

because that’s when I decided to accept the good Lord into my heart.  We did it different from 

other churches.  You weren’t baptized just for being born.  You had to decide when you 

wanted to do it.  That’s when you walked down the aisle in front of the whole church and 

declared that you were ready.  Then you’d have a conversation with the preacher that goes 

something like, “Do you accept Jesus Christ Our Lord and Savior into your heart to be your 

everlasting salvation?” and you say that you do, “Do promise to live your life wholly according 

to His word?” and you say that you do, and then he schedules the baptism for a certain 

Sunday and then you are dunked and forgiven for your sins.  You’re allowed to do it as many 

times as you want.  I wondered if I lost my virginity to Rat, then got baptized again, would I be 

a born-again virgin?     

 My parents were on opposite sides of the choir because of their voice ranges, and Ms. 

Georgia was standing right beside my mama.  I gave a little wave, and both of them smiled at 

me.  They couldn’t have been more different.  Today, Ms. Georgia’s pink hair spiked up like a 

porcupine and she had on big silver cross earrings.  My mother’s long blond hair rested on her 

shoulders in perfect ringlets.  Her pearl necklace lay on top of her robe, and her pink lips were 

perfectly shaped and shiny.  Ms. Georgia had on hot pink lipstick and thick blue eyeliner.  

When she first came to this church, everybody made a big ado about the way she dressed 

because no one had ever seen such a thing in Ames.  But that didn’t stop her.  She just kept 
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on being herself, and eventually people got over it, and now she’s considered an upstanding 

citizen and well-respected around town for her civic duty, and whatnot.   

 After church, I waited in the foyer in front of the sanctuary to find out what we were 

doing for lunch.  I had already shook the preacher’s hand and said my hellos and good byes to 

most everybody I knew.  I stood in the corner next to the stand of leftover bulletins.  I leaned 

against the stand and looked around, trying to avoid eye contact because I didn’t want to talk 

to anyone else.  The floors were marble and there was one large stained glass window over 

the double doors that led into the street.  The stained glass Jesus looked heavenward with his 

hands crossed over one another, resting on a large stone slab.  A ray of light beamed down in 

his face, and at the bottom there was a phrase written in some foreign language.   My Sunday 

school teacher in junior high, Ms. Bowers, told me it represented a Bible verse taken from 

Genesis that says the Lord is the light of our path, but I didn’t believe that’s what the phrase 

said because I knew she didn’t know any foreign languages.  Ms. Bowers’ daughter, Ginger, 

was as smart as a sack of cotton, and Momma always said the apple never falls far from the 

tree. 

   I picked up one of the bulletins, and made like I was reading.  “Purdy…” I looked up.  It 

was Ms. Georgia.  She had her robe off and she wore a black tee shirt that said “Jesus Rocks” 

in large white letters that looked to have been drawn by a five year old.  She had on a long 

denim skirt and hot pink cowboy boots.    

 “Hey, Ms. Georgia.  I like those boots.” 

 “Oh, thanks.  I got them at the Salvation Army for eight bucks.  Aren’t they rocking?”  

She pulled up her skirt and stuck one foot in the air. 

 “Yeah.” 

 “So, where were you this morning?  I was worried about you.”   

 “Oh, I guess I over slept.” 

 “You didn’t stay out too late with that boyfriend of yours, did you?”  She winked, and 

elbowed me twice in the side. 

 “Something like that,” I said, smiling back.  The light coming through the stained glass 

window made Ms. Georgia’s face dotted with colors as if I were looking at her through a 

kaleidoscope.  I looked up at the window.   
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  “Do you know what that says?”  I asked Ms. Georgia, pointing toward the foreign 

phrase.  I looked at her.  She stared up at the window, squinting her eyes.  I could see that her 

lips were moving and I assumed that she was repeating the phrase to herself. 

 “Well, I know that’s Latin.”  Her face pointed upward and her neck stretched out long.  

She looked like a baby bird reaching to its mother for food.  I noticed a gold glint from the side 

of her neck.  It was a chain tucked into her shirt.   

 “Ms. Georgia?” 

 She relaxed and looked back at me.  “I don’t know what it means.” 

 I reached up, and touched the chain.  “What’s this?” I asked.  I got the chain in between 

my forefinger and my thumb.  I started to pull when she put her hand on her chest and stepped 

away from me.  “It was gift,” she said. 

 “Purdy?”  I turned around.  My mother was standing beside me.  “Hey Ms. Georgia,” she 

said and then turned back to me.  “I’m glad you made it for big church, but I was going to let 

you sleep in after last night and all.”  

 “Oh, it’s fine.  What’re we doing for lunch?” I said. 

 “I thought we’d head over to the Pizza Palace for their buffet.” 

 “Can Ms. Georgia come?” 

 My mother looked over at Ms. Georgia.  She was still standing with her hand over her 

heart.  I could see that she was fiddling with the charm of her necklace through her shirt.   

 “Well, I guess so.  If she wants to.” 

 “No, no,” Ms. Georgia said.  “I don’t want to impose.” 

 “Oh, you won’t be, Ms. Georgia.”  I walked over and looped my arm through hers.  “The 

more the merrier.”   

 “I guess I could, then.”   

 I dragged her out the side door toward the parking lot.  “Where’d you park?”  I asked. 

 “Over there,” she said, pointing in the opposite direction of my car.   

 “Ok, then.  I’ll see you at the Pizza Palace.”  I let go of her arm and she walked away 

from me.  I watched her.  She seemed to glide over the pavement.  Suddenly she stopped and 

turned toward me.  I flinched and started to run, my face getting hot, like when a cute boy 

catches you staring at him in class. 

 “Purdy?” 

 24



 I stopped and turned back toward her, trying to make like I hadn’t been staring. 

 “Yeah?” I asked. 

 “I have to run by the house first.  Check on Robert.  He’s not feeling well.” “Too much 

fun at poker night?” 

 “Something like that.” 

 I smiled.  “Okay, then.”  I turned around and went to my car.   

  

 I walked into the Pizza Palace and scanned the room looking for everyone else.  The 

room was dark, with burgundy carpet, the thin kind that we had in our classrooms at school, 

and there were booths on the perimeter, with the buffet in the middle of the room—an 

oversized cart with pizza pies displayed under heat lamps, as if they were prized jewels at a 

museum exhibit.   I walked around the buffet, checking out my options.  There was supreme 

thick crust-gross, mushroom and ham-gross, thin-crust cheese-yum.  As I rounded the corner 

of the buffet, I saw my mom sitting a table in the middle of the room, beside the salad bar.  She 

looked up and waved her hand.  I went and sat beside her.  She had a salad plate with greens 

and tomatoes, ranch dressing on side.  She was cutting the lettuce into small pieces and 

nibbling like a pet rabbit.   

 “Where’s Dad?” I asked. 

 “I don’t know, I guess he got caught up at the church or something.  You know how that 

man can talk.” 

 My dad was a deacon so it wasn’t uncommon that people at church would come to him 

for advice or to put in prayer requests after the service.   

 “You guys drove separately?” 

 “Mmm-hmm.”  She nodded, keeping her mouth closed as she chewed. 

 “Oh.  When I saw him in the choir I thought he must of come home.” 

 She finished chewing and swallowed.  She lay her fork beside her plate and picked up 

the burgundy napkin from her lap, patting the corner of her lips. 

 “Purdy?” 

 “Yes.” 

 “I’m not going to be mad at you.” 
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 “I know I was late last night.  I thought we had been through this already.  I said I was 

sorry.” 

 “That’s not what I mean.  I won’t be mad at you, no matter what you say, but I need you 

tell me if you found your father last night.  Was he doing something he wasn’t supposed to be 

doing?” 

 I looked around.  The room closed in as if everyone was in our conversation.  I felt like 

everyone was staring, but in actuality they were paying no attention to us at all.  I saw families 

that I recognized from church and others that I didn’t.  They concentrated on each other:  a 

mother wiping a little boy’s face, a father tickling his daughter’s ribs—laughing, joking, happy.    

 “Purdy.” 

 I looked back at my mother. 

 “Could you answer me, please?” she said. 

 “Hey,” I heard a mousy voice say from behind me, “Can I get you something to drink?”   

She sounded like she had just taken a gulp of helium from a balloon.  I turned around.  A 

middle-aged woman stood behind my chair, holding a pad in her left hand and a pen in her 

right.  A long brown and grey braid lay over her shoulder, hanging down to her belly button.  

She wore a black button down with the Pizza Palace logo—a slice of pepperoni pizza with a 

crown on top—floating on the pocket.  Her shirt was tucked into mom jeans—high waisted, 

pulled taut with braided leather belt—accentuating her pooch, or as the boys at school called 

it-a FUPA (fat upper pussy area).    

 “Yeah, a Dr. Pepper.” 

 “Purdy, manners.” 

 “Yes, ma’am.  A Dr. Pepper, please.” 

 She wrote it down.  As if that’s so hard to remember.  

 “Are you having the buffet?” she asked. 

 “Yeah…I mean, yes ma’am.” 

 She wrote that down, too.  “There are plates up there.”  She pointed over her shoulder 

with her pen.  “You can go ahead.”  She walked away. 

 I pushed my chair back and stood up.  

 “Where’re you going?” 

 “To the buffet.” 
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 “But you didn’t answer my question.” 

 “What?” 

 “You know, about Dad.” 

 “Oh.  No, mom.” 

 I stepped away from the table and pushed in my chair.  By the time I got to the buffet all 

of the thin crust cheese pizza was gone so I had to settle for hand-tossed pepperoni.  My next 

favorite.  I got two slices and went back to the table where my father and Ms. Georgia had 

joined my mother.  My dad stood up when he saw me coming.  He walked around, grabbed the 

plate out of my hand, and put it on the table.  Then he wrapped his arms around me, 

squeezing me as if I were a doll, lifting me off my feet.  My arms were pinned to my side and 

my body went stiff.   

 “Ow, dad.  What are you doing?” 

 He let go and took a step back.  “I’m just happy to see you is all.  I didn’t know you were 

coming.” 

 I looked at him.  His eyes were blood shot and glassy, and I wondered if he had already 

been drinking or if that was the results of last night.  He had his comb over kicking, and I was 

pretty sure that he was wearing the same shirt that he had on at the hotel.  A stain of some 

sort bled tan on the front that could have been beer, or maybe drool, though it looked as if he 

had taken the time to iron it.   

 I looked over at Ms. Georgia who was sitting at the end of the table, across from my 

mother, behind my dad.  She shrugged.  I looked back at my dad.  He just stood there as if he 

had never seen me before.  A fresh look on his face, as blank as a white towel. 

 “You’re acting very strange.”  I shook my head, sat down, and dug into my pizza.   

 I felt my dad lean over my shoulder.   

 “What kind of pizza did you get?” 

 “Pepperoni.” 

 “Looks good.”  He walked off toward the buffet. 

 “I’ll think I’ll get some, too,” said Ms. Georgia.  She got up.   

 I put my slice down and watched her join my father at the buffet.  My father put slices on 

his plate, and Ms. Georgia was right behind him.  My father would put down the pizza spatula 

and she would pick it up, sometimes getting a slice, and at other times, just putting it back in its 
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place.  They both made a circle around the cart, as if they were playing ring around the rosies, 

only nobody fell down.  I went back to my pizza. 

 Ms. Georgia sat to my right and my father across from me.  His plate piled high with 

every variety.  He picked up the top slice, held it in both hands, putting both elbows on the 

table to assume the position.  He shoved the slice into his mouth like a hungry, hungry hippo.  

He made it through three pieces before taking a moment to breathe.  His lips were shiny and 

the edges stained orange.   

 “So, Ms. Georgia.  How’s your husband?  How come he didn’t come to church?” my 

father asked. 

 “Woody, wipe your mouth,” my mother said. 

 He picked up his napkin and took a big swipe across his lips.  The shininess 

disappeared, but the orange in the corners looked like it might be permanent.   

 “He’s not feeling well today,” she said. 

 “Had a little too much fun playing poker with the boys,” I said, winking at Ms. Georgia. 

 “Purdy,” my mother said. 

 “What?  I saw her at the liquor store yesterday buying stuff for him.” 

 “What were you doing at the liquor store,” my mother asked. 

 “I wasn’t.  Me and Rat stopped at Bob’s for a soda.” 

 “It’s not like that,” said Ms. Georgia. 

 “Oh, you don’t have to worry.  We all have our nights,” my father said taking another bite 

of pizza. 

 “You can say that again,” I said under my breath. 

 “What?” Ms. Georgia asked.   

 “I was just wondering how the party planning was going.  For next Friday.  For mom and 

dad’s anniversary party?” 

 “Oh, it’s going wonderfully.  Deacon Billings and his wife have agreed to set up their 

Karaoke machine so we can all sing.  And everyone’s bring a covered dish.” 

 “You’re so sweet for doing this for us, Ms. Georgia.  You really shouldn’t have,” my mom 

said. 

 “Of course we should have.  It’s your twenty-fifth.  That’s a cause for celebration,” Ms. 

Georgia said. 
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 “It certainly is,” said my dad. 

 Ms. Georgia flipped her hair behind her shoulders exposing the gold chain.  “It’s no 

problem.  I’m happy to do it,” she said.   

 I stared at the chain stuck to the side of her neck, like it was a birth defect that I couldn’t 

take my eyes from.  I reached over and grabbed the chain, and pulled up on it. 

 “What’s on your necklace?” I asked. 

 I pulled until the charm popped out of her shirt.  I was expecting to see a heart pendant, 

with a tiny diamond, but instead, it was a small glass tube capped on each end with gold.  

There was something inside.  A liquid, almost black.  She grabbed the tube and wrapped her 

hand around it.  “It’s nothing.” 

 “Come on, Ms. Georgia, tell me.” 

 “Purdy, leave her alone.  If she doesn’t want us to see, she doesn’t have to show us,” 

my mother said. 

 “I just want to see it,” I said. 

 “Are you sure?  It’s kind of, well, strange,” Ms. Georgia said. 

 “What could be that strange?” 

 She opened her grip, slowly, revealing a capsule.  I reached out, and took it in my 

hands, examining it closely.  “What is it?” 

 “It’s blood.” 

 “Oooohh, that’s disgusting,” I said, letting go of the charm. 

 “It’s not what you think.  It’s the blood of Christ.” 

 “What?” 

 “My husband and I took a trip The Holy Land Experience in Orlando a couple of years 

ago and they were selling them.” 

 “The Holy what?  What is that?” I said.  I hunched over my plate and picked up a slice of 

pizza, taking a bite.   

 “The Holy Land Experience.  It’s a theme park.  Kind of like Disney World, but with a 

Christian theme.  They did a reenactment of Jesus’ crucifixion and his ascension.  You guys 

should go there some time.  Take a family vacation.” 

 “So, they actually have a Jesus look alike?” I asked. 
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 “Yes, and you can walk through the streets of Jerusalem and experience a Hebrew 

market.” 

 “Can the Jesus do miracles?” I asked. 

 “He did.  They showed him healing a leper and making water into wine.” 

 “That’s the reenactment I want to see,” my father said. 

 “Geez, dad.” 

 “That’s very nice, Ms. Georgia.  Maybe we can go there sometime,” my mom said. 

 “Mmm hmmm,” my father said, biting into another slice of supreme.   

 I finished eating before the rest of them so I went home to get ready to meet Rat at the 

cotton fields.  When I got home, there was message on the machine from Casey.  She 

sounded upset and left directions to her new home, begging me to come get her.  I called Rat 

and told him the situation.  I think I was more upset than he was.  He was going to meet up 

with Howard then, and go shoot cans in Mush Creek.  My parents hadn’t made it home yet, so 

I left them a note about what I was doing and left for Casey’s 

 The directions took me to the other side of town to a street filled with nothing but trailer 

communities, one after the other.  I knew the area, even though I had never been there, and I 

knew I should keep my doors locked.  I passed through the ritzy neighborhood, Highland Park, 

where Casey and her family used to live on a street named after her father’s grandfather.  I 

took a detour down her old street, Casey Drive, and slowed as I came to the house, a two 

story red brick home with white columns, and a front porch.  The house was built sometime 

during the nineteenth century.  It had her great-grandfather’s name inscribed in the brass door 

knocker-Casey Millford.  She was named after him because her mom didn’t want to have 

anymore children so her father knew he was never getting a boy.  The house sat back a ways 

from the street, but I could see that there was a FOR SALE sign in the yard.  I pulled into the 

driveway.  

 I stopped halfway down the circle and got out of my car.  I walked over to the sign and 

pulled it out of the ground.  It was listed by Land and Homes of Ames and at the top of the 

sign, there was a smaller sign attached that read BANK OWNED.  I put the sign in my 

backseat and got back in my car, continuing around the drive.  As I came to the curve, I 

stopped a moment and looked up at the tiny window on the third floor—the attic.  I thought 

about the time we used to spend in the attic among the mothballs and antiques, going through 

 30



all the stuff Casey’s mother had kept over the years:  clothes from the seventies, costume 

jewelry that belonged to her grandmother, old roller-skates.  We tried on things and nosed 

through photo albums.  Casey’s mom always said that great aunt Tildie, who died in the house, 

haunted the attic.  One day, we decided to do a séance and summon her Aunt Tildie.  We set 

up the Ouija board and candles.  We both lay our fingers lightly on the plastic pointer, and I 

said, “Aunt Tildie, are you here with us?”  There was no answer.  Then Casey said, “Aunt 

Tildie, if you’re here, give us a sign.”  Just at that moment, the doorbell rang and we both threw 

out hands up, and the pointer went flying, and we went screaming down the stairs, never to 

return to the attic.   

 I pulled down the driveway, and back on to Casey Drive, going straight through 

Highland Park until I reached Pecan Avenue.  I took a left, and the neighborhood took a turn, 

too.  There were no more fancy brick homes or colonials with white columns.  On Pecan Drive, 

there were no Pecan trees, only small government funded houses with asbestos siding and 

falling front porches, each painted a different wild color.  It reminded me of those fake village 

fronts at theme parks:  a purple house with yellow trim, a brown house with fuchsia trim.  I 

wondered what people were thinking when they chose these colors.  Perhaps they were just 

trying to brighten their day with a rainbow.   

 A group of kids played basketball in the middle of the street.  They looked like a flesh 

rainbow, ranging from pink to yellow to brown to espresso.  I had to honk to get them to move.  

They waved as I passed.  It always amazed me how on one street there are the rich, and on 

the very next, there are the people who cleaned their houses and mowed their lawns.  Lucky 

for me, my family was neither. 

 I drove on down until I crossed the railroad tracks which brought me into the projects, 

Franklin Heights, after the President, as if anyone there had a hundred dollar bill.  They looked 

like the old armory hospital, red brick, tall and slender, with windows everywhere, as if there 

were a thousand eyes peering at me.  I locked my doors.  On the street corner, a group of 

black boys loitered with their pants around their knees instead of their waists, skinny cigars 

hanging out their mouths.  They wore jerseys and bandanas and when I passed by them, I 

looked straight ahead.  I told myself, “No eye contact, no eye contact.”  I gripped the steering 

wheel and slanted my eye to the periphery so I could see them without moving my head.  It 

seemed they didn’t even notice me.   
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 Finally, I hit State Road 5, which led to the outskirts of the city limits, where all the trailer 

neighborhoods were.  Me and Casey used call it Trailerville and its residents Trailer Trash.  All 

the kids out here went to the public high school and anytime we saw a group of them at the 

mall, we made snide comments.  I wondered if Casey was a piece of garbage now, just 

because of where she lived.  I wondered if she was hanging out with those dirty faced kids we 

used to make fun of.   

 Casey’s directions said that her neighborhood would be the third one on the left, called 

Briarwood Estates.  I passed The Ranch Club that had a large white sign with a horse on the 

front, and a white picket fence that lined the park.  The trees had been cleared and I could see 

pristine white trailers from the road with nice green lawns and manicured shrubs.  Some of 

them had wrap around porches with hanging plants and flowers.  It actually looked nice and I 

thought that maybe it wouldn’t be so bad for Casey.  The next one was Heavenly Acres, but I 

couldn’t see any of the trailers because there was line of pine trees between the road and the 

community.  Casey’s was after that.  I could see the sign from miles away, a bright yellow 

circle with neon blue letters spelling out, Briarwood Estates.   It looked like the flashing sign on 

the Bingo joint on the Indian reservation, just outside of town.  I slowed down, and pulled on to 

the dirt road in front of the sign.  Like Heavenly Acres, this one was also heavily wooded so I 

couldn’t see any of the trailers till I got inside.  I had never actually been in a trailer park so I 

thought that maybe it wasn’t as bad as I had imagined, that is, until I saw the office.  The office 

was an older trailer with plastic siding that might have been white at one point, but was now 

slightly yellow like a smoker’s stained teeth.  The office-trailer sat at the entrance of the park.  

It had been taken off its wheels, and placed on cinderblock pillars, one at each corner, and two 

at the front and back. In between the cinderblock pillars, there was wooden latticework, painted 

hunter green.  It didn’t match up quite right so there were triangles at the connecting sections 

rather than diamonds.   

 In the window to the right of the front door, a sign read “Now Leasing,” and there was a 

phone number written in black sharpie ink.  To the left of the front door, a woman with fog-

colored hair sat under a makeshift carport.  Someone had taken a piece of leftover siding and 

attached it to the side of the trailer, slanting it down to make an awning of sorts, propped up on 

the other end with PVC pipe, all over a concrete patch.  The woman sat still, in a rocking chair, 
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and stared as I passed by, an old tobacco pipe hanging from her lips, the kind that reminded 

me of my Uncle Benny from California.  I stopped, and rolled down my window.   

 “Do you know where the Millford’s place is?  They just moved here.”   

 She raised her hand, and pointed to her left, down the road that I was already traveling.   

 “Thanks,” I said.  I rolled up my window and drove on, slowly, looking for Silver Spur 

Drive, which Casey said would be on the right hand side.  As I drove along, I noticed a trailer 

that had had stucco applied to the sides, half of it painted a Caribbean pink, and the other half 

still concrete gray as if they had run out of paint half way through, and couldn’t afford to buy 

anymore.  The next trailer had plywood on the windows with the words “for rent” sprayed 

painted on them in black paint that had dripped at the bottom of each letter, as if they were 

bleeding.  After that was a trailer with a rusted triangle shaped hitch sticking out the front of it.  

In one of the windows, someone had written in red shoe polish, “I love my mommy, my dad is 

A Ass.”  A red truck sat in the driveway, jacked up in the air with no tires attached, though 

there must have been twenty spare tires in the yard.  “Some kind of Estates they got here,” I 

said, shaking my head.    

 I kept going, and took a right down Silver Spur Road.  On the corner was one of the 

nicest trailers I had seen yet.  It looked like the siding had just been pressure washed, 

gleaming yellow with green shutters.  A large wooden porch wrapped around the front, and 

perfectly round shrubs lined the edges of the place.  I checked the number on the door, it 

wasn’t Casey’s.  I kept thinking how those people really cared about their lawn, and when I 

looked back toward the road, I could see a man in the next yard, wearing a bright pink house 

robe.  As I got closer, I could see that the robe had lace trim, and that he was watering what 

appeared to be plastic flowers planted in tires, next to the road.  As I passed by, I could see 

that they were plastic Pansies, purple and yellow.  He was watering each and every one, 

cigarette hanging from his lips, a green hose in one hand, and the other hand in the pocket of 

his pink house coat.  He had on no shoes, and his white legs and ankles peeked from under 

his robe.  The sight of it made me cringe, and reminded of the legs on the dead chickens my 

grandma used to pluck in her backyard.  I shivered at the thought, and I was glad to pass him.   

 Casey’s place was only a couple more down.  There was no driveway so I pulled into 

the yard, in a worn spot that appeared to be the designated parking space.  Her trailer looked 

like most of the others, tan siding, black shutters, and no porch.  It, too, was on cinderblock 
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columns, but there was no latticework.  I would have been able to see straight underneath if it 

hadn’t been for the overgrown weeds and grass that had formed a small jungle under the 

place.  I wondered if those weeds grew right through the floorboards into the living room.  I 

imagined snakes lurking in the space, perhaps sneaking in through the plumbing.  Or maybe 

wild cats and mice living under them, and I was wary of encountering such things in someone’s 

house.  I definitely wasn’t going to use the bathroom while I was here.   

 I got out of my car, and walked across the yard, and up the front steps, which were also 

made of cinder blocks.  I felt the blocks shift beneath my weight, and I grabbed for the metal-

pipe railing, but it, too, was wobbly, so I grabbed the door handle to balance myself, and just 

as I did, the door flung open.  

 “Thank God you’re here,” Casey said.  She stood in the doorway, a step higher than 

me.  I looked up at her, regaining my balance. She wore a J.Crew cardigan, lemon drop 

yellow, khaki shorts, and silver ballet slippers.  She looked as if she had just come from lunch 

at the country club, except that I could see that she had been crying.  The rims of her eyes 

were red, and her nose looked crusty.  She reached up, and swiped her nose with the back of 

her hand, then sniffed. 

 “Come in,” she said, waving her hand over her shoulder as if brushing off lint, or maybe 

wild-cat hair.  She took a step backward so that I might pass through.  I hesitated and then 

took a step forward into the abyss.   

 I paused in the doorway, examining the place, looking for the mini-jungle, snakes, and 

mice.  There were none.  In fact, it was decorated almost the same as their old place.  Same 

furniture, I mean.  It was a lot smaller, but it smelled like them—oranges and mothballs.  The 

front door opened into a grand room(if anything in a trailer could be called grand) that 

encompassed the living-room, dining room, and then a breakfast bar that separated the dining 

area from the kitchen, though I could see all the way into the kitchen with all of its asparagus 

colored appliances.  The kind my parents had when I was a kid, straight from the seventies.  

My parents had upgraded to black appliances many years ago, but this place was holding on 

to its past.   

 In the living was the same brown suede sofa and ottoman that doubled as a coffee table 

from their old house.  It sat against the front wall underneath the window, and across from it 

was the same oversized armoire from the other house, housing a 46 inch flat screen television.  
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To the right of the armoire, in the dining room area was Casey’s bureau that was in her old 

bedroom.  In front of it, parallel to the breakfast bar, was the bar height four person table that 

had been in the sun-room at their old house, where they often took breakfast on the weekends 

served to them by Linda, a mother of four of the rainbow children that lived two blocks over on 

Pecan Drive.  I never felt comfortable having her wait on me, so I always went down early, and 

hung out in the kitchen with her, helping her take the plates out.  I wondered if they even ate 

breakfast now that there was no Linda to cook and serve. 

 Pale yellow wallpaper with white lilies ran the length of the place, from one side of the 

living room all the way through to the kitchen.  In the kitchen, someone had hung a wide border 

featuring various types of fruit over the light maple cabinets.  The counter tops were yellow 

Formica, and the matching linoleum floor lined the kitchen and the dining room, where it met 

up with a forest green carpet in the living room.  I walked over to the couch, and sat down.  I 

looked over at the dining room, and saw brown cardboard boxes lining the wall underneath the 

breakfast bar, all labeled “Casey’s stuff” in black marker.  Casey sat in the plaid arm chair 

beside the sofa.  She slipped off her shoes and propped her feet on the ottoman in front of us.  

I sat on the edge of the sofa, stiff backed, staring at her.  

 “So, how’s it going?” I asked.   

 “It’s going,” she said. She put her feet on the floor and sat up straight, waving her hands 

out in front of her as if she were a Price Is Right’s model displaying a prize to the contestants.  

“Just look at this place.” 

 “Yeah, it’s not so bad.  I see you got a lot of your furniture from your old house.” 

 “Only a fraction of it.  We had to leave the rest there.  They’re going to sell it with the 

house, or have an estate sale, or something like that.”  

 “Oh.  Well, what’s up?  You sounded upset on your message.” 

 “Nothing.  I mean, it’s probably nothing.  I don’t want to bother you with it.” 

 “Well, you already have.  I already drove all the way out here so you gotta’ tell me 

what’s going on.” 

 She turned away from me.  “It’s nothing,” she said. 

 “Why’d you wait so long to call me?  I’ve been worried about you.  I thought you weren’t 

my friend anymore.” 
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 She looked at me.  Her cheeks glistened.  She got up from the chair and moved to sofa, 

sitting right beside me.  She pushed her almost white-blonde hair behind her ears and laid her 

hands, one on top of the other, on my thigh.  Her diamond Chanel earrings caught the sun, 

and twinkled.   

 “Look, Purdy,” she said, looking around the trailer.  “Look at the place.  I wouldn’t want 

to be friends with me.”   

 “I don’t care where you live.” 

 “You will.  Everyone else does.” 

 “Like who?  Those snobby bitches at school?” 

 “No.”  She dropped her head.  “Howard.” 

 “Howard?  What did he say?  Did he say something ugly to you?” 

 “He wouldn’t come get me, and I couldn’t leave because now mom and I have to share 

a car, and she’s at work.” 

 “Oh, I see.  He wouldn’t come get you so you call me to come out because you need to 

go somewhere.”  I started to stand, but Casey grabbed my hand and pulled me back to the 

sofa.   

 “Please, don’t, Purdy.”  She looked me straight in the eye, the whiteness gone pink from 

irritation, making her violet-colored irises pop like the neon sign at the front of the park.  “That’s 

not how it is.” 

 “Then how is it?” 

 “It’s Frankie?” 

 “Frankie?  Who the hell is Frankie?  Don’t tell me you’re already fucking somebody over 

at the public high school.” 

 She started sobbing, dropping her head, pressing the heels of her hands into her eye 

sockets.  I could see her back moving up and down.   

 “You think I’m a whore, too.  Just like everybody else.”   

 “No, that’s not what I meant.  I was only joking.  Cone on, now.”  I put my hand on her 

back.  “Who’s Frankie?” 

 “Frankie Love.  My mom’s boyfriend.” 

 “Okay, and?” 

 “He…Frankie…I think he was…” 
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 “Yes?” 

 “I think he was groping me, and when I told Howard, he called me a no good whore.  

Said it was probably all my fault.  Said I was probably asking for it.  Well, I wasn’t asking for it, 

and I’m not a whore.  Howard’s the only one I ever been with anyhow.  I might be friendly, but I 

only let one guy into my pants, and that’s Howard Berkshire.”   

 “Wait a sec, back up.  What do you mean you think he was groping you?” 

 “Well, last night, or early this morning, must have been because Frankie gets up real 

early to go to work—he’s a roofer—it was still dark out so I know it was early…” 

 “Wait a sec. Not that guy who did your roof last summer.  The one with the abs that we 

used to drool over and bring lemonade?” 

 She nodded, her eyes went buggy. 

 “He’s your mom’s boyfriend?  How old is he?” 

 “I don’t know, like 30, maybe, but that’s besides the point.  Listen.” 

 “Right, sorry.”   

 “So early this morning, I was asleep on the couch…” 

 “Why were you sleeping on the couch?” 

 “Because that’s where I sleep.  There’s only one bedroom, and my mom and me were 

sharing, but now that Frankie’s practically living with her, I sleep on the couch.  So I’m 

sleeping, and I wake up, and Frankie’s standing over me in his whitie tighties, and I swear to 

you I think his hand was on my boob!” 

 “What?  Maybe he was just tucking you in or something.” 

 “Great, you don’t believe me either.  If it was completely innocent, why did he take off 

when I opened my eyes?”   

 “Hmmm.  Can’t really explain that one.” 

 “I’m telling you, he’s a creep.  I catch him staring at my boobs, and he makes dirty 

comments.” 

 “Like what kind of comments?” 

 “One time he asked me what size bra I wore, and another time he told me that I should 

start wearing lower cut shirts because he wanted a little more eye candy.” 

 “Ooohh, gross.  What a creep.  Well, I believe you, and fuck Howard for being such a 

dick.  Why don’t you come stay with me for a while?  My mom won’t care.”  
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 “Really?” 

 “Yeah.  Pack some things.” 

 “Are you sure?  Do you need to ask your mom?” 

 “Puh-lease.  Have I ever needed to ask my mom?” 

 “But that was before, you know, all of this.” She looked around the room. 

 “This doesn’t change anything.  You can still come to my house anytime you want to.” 

 “Are you sure?” 

 “Casey, stop being silly.  Now come on.  Let’s get going before he gets back.” 

 She smiled. “Great!”  Casey got up from the sofa, and walked over to the kitchen to 

what appeared to be the pantry door, only when she opened it, I could see that it was filled 

with her name brand duds instead of cheerios and Hamburger Helper, like our pantry at home.  

She pulled a Louis Vuitton overnight bag from the top shelf and shoved clothes into it.  When 

she was done in the pantry, she went over to the bureau in the dining room, and continued 

filling the bag until it was overflowing, and wouldn’t zip. 

 “Okay, I’m ready,” she said. 

 I got up from the couch, and went out the front door, carefully descending the cinder-

blocks steps.  Casey followed me.  

 “These steps have got to be some kind of safety hazard.”  I gripped the pipe railing.   

 “This whole place is a safety hazard,” she said. 

 I got in the driver’s seat, and Casey put her bag in the backseat, and walked around to 

the passenger’s side.   

 “What’s with the sign?” she asked, pointing to the backseat. 

 I pulled out of her yard and started down the street.   

 “I got it from your house.  I mean, your old house.”   

 “Oh,” she said.  She looked at me and smiled.   

 We passed the man in the pink housecoat. 

 “What’s with that guy, watering the plastic flowers?” I asked. 

 “I don’t know for sure, but I heard that his wife died a couple of years ago and that her 

favorite flowers were pansies so he planted some, but he couldn’t keep them alive so he went 

out and got plastic ones so that they would last forever.” 

 “Yeah, but why bother watering them?” 
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 “I don’t know, but supposedly that’s her housecoat, too.” 

 “Well, that explains the pink lace.” 

 I headed back to SR 5.  I put on our favorite mixed CD. “Ice Ice Baby” played. We both 

sang, doing certain choreographed motions with the words.  Just as I was about to hit the main 

road into town, Casey turned down the radio, and said, “Shit, I forgot to leave my mom a note 

or something.  She’ll worry.” 

 “You can call her or something.” 

 “She doesn’t exactly work near a phone.” 

 “I can’t believe your mom has a job.  Where does she work?” 

 “You don’t want to know.” 

 “It can’t be that bad.  You want me to take you by there?” 

 “I guess you’ll have to.” 

  

 It was that bad.  We pulled up to the Pizza Palace, and Casey’s mom was standing out 

by the road dressed as a slice of pepperoni pizza with a crown on her head, waving at 

passersby. 

 “No shit.  Your mom’s the Pizza Palace mascot?”  

 “Please, spare me.” 

 I parked the car, and Casey got out.  I watched her walk to the sidewalk where her mom 

stood.  Mrs. Millford never stopped waving or smiling as Casey talked to her.  I wondered what 

it must have been like for Mrs. Millford to have taken that job.  She had never worked as long 

as I had known Casey, which was since the fourth grade.  She was always getting her nails 

done, or her hair done, or playing tennis at the country club.  I never imagined I’d see her out 

here, dressed as a slice of pizza.  Kind of served her right, though, for thinking she was so 

much better than everyone else.  When I first met Casey, her mom said she couldn’t hang out 

with me because I wasn’t a member of the country club.  It was the summer after fourth grade 

and I begged my parents to join.  They told me they couldn’t afford it, but now I know it’s 

because you have to be recommended by another member to be able to join, and they weren’t 

friends with any of those people.  In fact, my parents didn’t really have any friends outside of 

the people they saw at church and work, and even those people they didn’t hang out with on a 

social basis.  Casey’s parents were always invited to all the parties, and sometimes Casey and 
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me got to go, too, as babysitters for the hosts.  Mrs. Millford would tell us about the parties 

whenever I stayed over at their house, and she would ask me, “Where were your parents, 

Purdy?”  I would tell her that they had other plans that night, that’s why they couldn’t make it. 

Now, Mrs. Millford had a plastic crown on her head, and large white Hamburger Helper gloves 

on her hands, and she waved at the people as the drove by.  I smiled.  I watched as Casey 

hugged her mom and came back to the car.   

 “So?” I asked.  

 She got in and shut the door.  “What?” 

 “Did you tell her?” 

 “Tell her what?” 

 “About Frankie!” 

 “No.  No way.  She wouldn’t believe me either.” 

 “How do you know?  You should at least try.” 

 “Trust me.  She wouldn’t and I don’t think I could handle her choosing Frankie over me.” 

 “You need to tell.  She doesn’t need to be with some perv child molester.” 

 “I don’t know if he is.” 

 “You know.” 

 

 When we got back to my house, my parents were eating dinner and I told them that 

Casey would be staying with us for a few days.  I didn’t give an explanation.  I didn’t need to.  

Casey used to stay with us days at a time even when she had a house three times the size of 

mine.  She always said our house felt more like a home.   

 We fixed a plate of spaghetti, and went to my room to eat.  We had a lot of catching up 

to do.  Casey filled me in on all the details about her father and his assistant. It turned out, Mrs. 

Millford was sleeping with Frankie Love since he did their roof repairs, and Casey had actually 

caught them in the laundry room.  Then, Mrs. Millford spent the line of equity loan they had 

taken out to make repairs, on an online internet scam.  Some President Uhmgawi from the 

Bank of Uganda e-mailed her, telling her that he needed to transfer 2 million dollars to the 

U.S., and if she would send her bank information to him, then he would transfer the money into 

her account, and she could keep half.  Apparently, she fell for this scheme, and the scammer 

drained the savings account.  Casey thought that that was why her father actually left, and it 
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just so happened that his assistant was about to get busted for embezzling money from his 

dentistry.  Right after they disappeared, some government officials questioned Mrs. Millford 

trying to find out if she was involved. 

 “I think he was in on it.  That’s why he took her.  I can’t really blame him, though.  After 

everything mom did.  That’s why the bank owns the house.  Dad left, and mom still had to 

make payments on the loan, and she couldn’t, so they took the house.” 

 We sat on the bed finishing our spaghetti.  I slurped a noodle in between my lips, and 

felt a greasy spot on my chin.  I didn’t have a napkin so I wiped with the back of my hand, 

leaving a streak of shiny orange grease as if a snail had just crawled across my hand.  “Have 

you heard from him?” I asked.  I took another bite of spaghetti.   

 She put her plate on the bedside table, and reached behind her to her purse.  “Just 

this.”  She pulled out a postcard.  In top left corner, it said “Acapulco,” in curly-cue lettering, all 

caps, in a rainbow of colors.  Underneath it said, “Mexico,” on a bright blue sky.  On the right 

side, a dust colored cliff protruded into the sky, with patches of green like a quilt.  The sky 

blended into the ocean so that the left side of the card was totally blue; the sky and ocean 

indistinguishable except for the white caps in the ocean.  On top of the cliff stood a few tourists 

in shorts and t-shirts, some wearing hats, others in bikinis and flip-flops.  I took the card from 

her, and flipped it over.  It was addressed to her old house on Casey Drive, but there was 

nothing else, no note, no return address.  I handed it back to her. 

 “How’d you get it?” 

 “We’re having all our mail forwarded to a P.O. Box.” 

 “So, you think that’s where he’s living?” 

 “I don’t know, but he’s definitely been there.” 

 She pulled the postcard close to her face as if she was trying to see if one of the tourists 

in the picture might have been her father.  She pulled the picture away again, and said, “I wish 

he would’ve taken me with him.”   

 “Don’t say that.  What about your mom?  What would she do without you?” 

 “She’s got Frankie.” 

 “What would I do without you?” 

 I told her about mine and Rat’s failed attempt at deflowering ourselves, leaving out the 

bit about my father in the hotel room.  She laughed.   
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 “It figures.  Leave it to Rat to screw up screwing!” 

 “I know, right?  God.  What an idiot.  We’re never gonna’ do it.” 

 “You will.  No need to rush it.  It’s not that great, anyways.” 

 “What?  You said it was the best thing you ever did.  Like riding the Scream Machine at 

Six Flags over Georgia!” 

 “I know.  I was just being a bitch.  I was just trying to make it all right.  The night me and 

Howie did it for the first time, I was so drunk that I didn’t even remember half of it.” 

 “What?  You didn’t want to?” 

 “I don’t know.  I mean, I did.  But not like that.” 

 “Did you say ‘no’?”  Because if you did, then that’s rape, Casey.” 

 “I don’t know what I said.  Anyways, it’s not rape if it’s your boyfriend.” 

 “It doesn’t matter who it is.  If you didn’t want to do it, then that’s what it is.” 

 “But we’ve done it plenty times since then, when I wasn’t drunk.  Alls I’m saying is, I 

don’t really remember the first time, and I’m sorry if I pressured you.  It’s just, I didn’t want to 

be the only one.” 

 I put my right hand on top of Casey’s, reached over, and hugged her with my other arm.  

“Don’t worry about it, Casey.  Everything will be okay.” 

 “Yeah, I know.  Thanks,” she said.   

 I settled back into my spot on the bed, leaning against the headboard, and turned on the 

T.V.  I flipped through the channels to MTV; a rerun of the Real World was on.  Casey sat 

beside me.   

 “So, what are you going to do about it?” she asked.  

 “About what?”  I said, never looking away from the television. 

 “You and Rat?  Are you still planning to, you know.” 

 “Well, actually, we were supposed to meet today, but I cancelled when you called.”  I 

looked at her, and smiled.  

 Her eyes widened, and she put her hands over her “O” shaped mouthed.  Then she 

dropped her hands, and said, “I’m sorry.  I’m always screwing up everything.” 

 “Don’t worry about it.  Like you said, there’s no rush.  Besides, after his last 

performance I’m not sure if there’ll be another time.” 

 She laughed.  “There will.  When the time is right.” 
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 “I guess so.” 

 I turned back to the television. Two of the housemates were fighting about dirty dishes 

in the sink. 

 “Hey, what about school?  What’re you going to do tomorrow?” I asked. 

 “No more school for me.  I’m done with that,” she said. 

 “What?” I whipped my head around to look at her.  “Casey, you can’t quit school.  Come 

with me.” 

 “Yes, I can.  I’m over sixteen, and besides, momma hasn’t paid tuition in two months.  

They’ve been sending us bills.  I need to get a job so I can save enough money to get out of 

here.” 

 “Where will you go?  You’ve lived here your whole life.” 

 “Where ever I want to. Maybe to Mexico.  To live with my dad.” 

 “But you don’t even know if he’s in Mexico.” 

 “I’m sure he is.  I’ll hire a private detective to track him down.  He’s probably living in a 

mansion on a beach somewhere, while me and mom are stuck in that stupid trailer.” 

 “You don’t have to go back there.  You know you can stay here as long as you want.  

My parents don’t mind.” 

 “I know, Purdy.  You’re so lucky.” 

 “Lucky?  Me?” 

 “Yeah.  You’re parents are together.  And happy.” 

 “Well, they’re definitely together.”  I thought about my father in the hotel all by himself as 

I flipped through the channels again.  I thought about how the room was covered in beer cans, 

and how he looked like he was falling apart.  Surely happy people didn’t drink in hotel rooms 

by themselves.  Happy people didn’t have sad, hollow eyes.  Happy people stayed at home 

with their families. There was nothing on so I turned it back to MTV.  Road Rules was coming 

up next.   

 “Speaking of my parents.  They’re having a twenty-fifth wedding anniversary party on 

Friday night at the church.  You should come.” 

 “Okay, yeah.  That sounds good.” 

 “You could just stay here until then.  You could just stay here forever.  We could be like 

sisters, and you could come back to school, and everything will be like it was before.” 
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 “I already told you, Purdy.  I’m not going back to that school, and things can never be 

like they were.  I would be the laughing stock, anyways.  You know everyone’s already seen 

my mom in front of the Pizza Palace.  I can never show my face at school again.  No, I’m 

getting out of dodge, never to look back.” 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 44



CHAPTER III 

 

The week flew by.  Rat picked me up for school everyday so Casey could use my car in 

the job search. On the way to school, me and Rat talked about the party.  He said he was 

going to wear nothing but chaps and cowboy boots, and his helmet with the double cup 

holders with a beer in each one, and the tube is his mouth.  I told him that the party was at a 

church so he had to do right.  He wanted to bring Howard, too, but I told him no way since 

Casey was going to be there.  Plus, I didn’t care to be around somebody who could treat 

somebody else so badly, especially when they were supposed to love that somebody else.   

I didn’t say anything about Casey to anyone at school, though the rumors were flying, 

and everyone was talking shit about her mom.  There were stories that her father had run-off 

with the male receptionist, and was living in a nudist colony in California with plans to travel to 

Brazil for a black market sex change.  Others said that Casey’s mom worked at a strip club out 

on I-65, Rendezvous Café, where you can get a hamburger and malt from a waitress wearing 

nothing but an apron and high heels.  One of the football players said that he’d been there, and 

that Mrs. Millford had given him a lap dance for twenty bucks.  Rat was the only person I told 

about Casey.  He knew the truth, and I supposed Howard did too, but I couldn’t be bothered to 

look his direction let alone speak to him.   

 I didn’t tell anyone that she was staying with me, or that she had dropped out of school.  

I didn’t comment on any of the comments that were being made.  I didn’t want to become a 

part of any of the stories being spun.  Even if I tried to say what was really happening, that 

would have just been turned into a different story anyways.  No, I didn’t say anything.  I just 

kept my mouth shut, and went about my days as usual. 

 Things were going as usual, at school and at the house, except for the fact that I was 

trying to avoid my mom at all costs.  I was afraid she was going to ask me more questions 

about my father.  I had managed to keep my distance until Wednesday, when I was in the front 

bathroom hot rolling my hair with the curling iron.  The front bathroom is the one that visitors 

usually used.  The only other bathroom in the house was connected to my parents’ bedroom.  I 

usually used it, but not this week.  I didn’t want to risk having to share the mirror with my mom.  

The front bathroom is down the hall from my bedroom.  It’s about the size of a walk-in closet, 

with maroon walls, and a floral border.  The commode sat in the middle of the room with a pink 
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furry cover, and pink furry rug that hugged the bottom like a bib, and when you sat on the toilet, 

you could touch the bathtub with your left hand and the vanity with your right.  Above the 

vanity, a mirror spanned the top half of the wall.  My mother said it was that large to help make 

the room look bigger, like some sort of magic trick.  It didn’t work.  I stood in front of the large 

mirror, the toilet in the back of my knees, curling iron rolled up to the side of my face, when my 

mother burst through the door without knocking, causing me to jump and burn my ear. 

 “Shit, owww!” I said, releasing the iron and throwing it into the sink.  “Damnit,” I said, 

rubbing my ear.   

 “Purdy, watch your mouth.”   

 “Mom, you scared me.  I burned myself.” 

 “Still. You don’t need to talk like that.” 

 I picked up the iron, and stepped toward the wall, trying to get away from her.  I looked 

at myself in the mirror, and started on the other side of my head.  I separated a piece of hair on 

the right side of my head, wrapping it around the iron.  Please don’t ask me about dad, please 

don’t ask me about dad, I said to myself, over and over. 

 “Your hair looks very pretty like that,” my mom said. 

 “Thanks,” I said.   

 “Do you want me to do the back for you?” she asked. 

 “Um, okay, I guess.” 

 I pulled the iron down from the side of my face leaving a Shirley Temple curl floating on 

my cheek.  I handed my mom the curling iron, and sat down on the toilet seat, the pink furry 

cover offering a cushion like cotton candy grass.  I faced the tank.  Above the toilet hung hand 

towels with jack-o-lanterns on them, for Halloween.  Every holiday these towels change:  

Reindeer at Christmas, Bunny Rabbits at Easter, Mount Rushmore on Presidents’ Day, etc.   

 I felt her separating a piece of hair from the crown of my head.  Her long fingernails 

lightly scratching the surface, as if she were giving me a head tickle.  It felt strange.  My mom 

hadn’t done my hair since I was twelve, and then, she was usually yanking and tugging to get it 

into the perfect French braid.  Now, she was gentle, her fingers like granddaddy long legs tip-

toeing over my head.  My neck turned to chicken skin, and my body gave a little shiver.   

 “That’s tickles,” I said. 

 She laughed.  “Keep still or I might burn you.” 
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 I shifted on the toilet seat, and pulled the pieces of pink fluff that covered the toilet.  I 

tapped my feet, praying that she would hurry up and finish, just waiting for her to ask me about 

dad.  My mom curled a piece here and a piece there, slowly rolling the curling iron toward my 

head till I could just feel the heat against my scalp, and then letting it go, allowing the curl to 

bounce.   

 “Purdy?” she said. 

 Oh, great hear it comes, I thought. 

 “Purdy…I was wondering…” 

 “Mom, I already told you I don’t know nothing about dad!”  I yanked my head away from, 

turning around to face her..   

 “Purdy, calm down,” she said.   

My face heated up.  My mom stood between me and the door with the curling iron 

raised like a sword.  There was no way out. 

“Your father and I already talked about that.” 

“You did?”  I tensed up, grabbing the edges of the toilet.  “Wh…What did he say, 

exactly?” 

 “He told me all about what happened on Saturday night.  Now, turn around and let me 

finish your hair.” 

 I turned slowly back toward the toilet bowl tank, back to the smiling jack-o-lanterns on 

the towels, mocking me.  My mom went back to work on my hair.   

 “And what did he say happened?” I asked. 

 “That he had a little too much to drink and stayed over at Joey’s.” 

 My leg muscles loosened, and the heat left my face.  “Oh, yeah?” I said. 

 “Yeah.  I yelled at him about not calling.  Seems you picked up that bad habit from him.” 

 My shoulders went limp, and resumed their hunching position.  I released my grip of the 

toilet seat, and folded my hands in my lap. 

 “I guess,” I said.  

 “Anyways, what I was wondering was, how many of your friends are you expecting at 

the party so I can give Ms. Georgia a final number?” 

 “Oh, I, umm, invited Casey and Rat, I mean, Ray.” 

 “Okay, so just the two of them?  Casey’s not bringing Howard?” 
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 “They broke up like a week ago, mom.” 

 “Well, I didn’t know.  I can’t keep us with all those things.” 

 “Just Casey and Ray.”   

 “Okay.”  She released the last curl, and patted me on the head.  “There you go, all 

done.”  She opened the cabinet under the sink, and grabbed the hand mirror that hung on the 

door.  

 I took the mirror, and stood up, my back to the large mirror over the sink, holding the 

hand mirror at an angle so I could see the back of my head.  There were rows and rows of 

curls, dancing wildly around my head, like once of those curly ribbon bows my mom made for 

gifts.  “Thanks, mom.” 

“Uh-huh,” she said.  She left the room. 

I turned around, and looked at myself.  The honey-wheat curls framed my face making it 

look less round.  I hopped a little making them bounce, and swung them side to side, as if I 

were in a Pantene-ProV commercial.  I pulled the lip gloss from my makeup bag, and applied 

it, pursing my lips in a kissing motion.  I put the mirror back under the cabinet, and went 

outside to wait for Rat. 

I heard the roaring of his pipes before I could see him.  As he came around the curve, 

he floored it, like he was growling, “Good Morning!”  I waved, and he pulled into the driveway.  

As I climbed into the truck, Rat said, “Morning, Darlin’” I leaned over the console, and gave him 

a kiss before buckling up. 

He pulled out of the drive, and headed to school.   

“Listen to this,” I said.  “My mom cornered me in the bathroom this morning.” 

“About what?” 

“Well, I thought it was about Saturday.” 

“Oh shit.  Did your dad tell on us?” 

“No, he lied to her.” 

“Good.  That’s the last thing I need is your mom calling mine, and busting me drinking 

beer with your dad.” 

“I don’t think she would have, even if he did tell her.  She would’ve been more pissed at 

him for giving us the beer.” 

“Yeah, I guess you’re right, but my parents would’ve been plenty mad.” 
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“I told her you were coming to the party.” 

“Oh, yeah, about that.” 

“What?” I said, whipping my head toward him, making my curls going wild. 

“I can’t go anymore.  My dad’s making me help harvest on Friday.” 

“Why?  He never makes you do that.” 

 “It’s my punishment.  He smelled liquor on me Sunday morning after our little escapade 

the night before.” 

“Can’t you get out of it?  This means a lot to me.” 

“I can’t, Purdy.  You know how my dad is.” 

I turned toward the passenger side window, propping my elbow on the ledge.   

“I’m really sorry,” he said. 

“Don’t worry about it,” I said, not looking at him.  “At least I’ll have one person there.” 

“Who?” 

“Casey’s coming.” 

“How are things going with that?” 

“What’d you mean?” 

“I mean, she’s basically living with you, and she’s taken over your car.” 

“Listen, Rat, you don’t have to give me a ride if you don’t want to.  I have plenty of other 

people who would pick me up.” 

“That’s not what I mean.  I mean she’s practically running your life.  You didn’t meet me 

on Sunday because of her.  You wouldn’t come out with me on Tuesday because of her, and 

now all you care about is the fact that she’s going to the party with you on Friday.” 

 “Well, at least she cares enough that she’s actually coming.” 

“Don’t be like that.  You know I don’t have a choice.”   

“Whatever.” 

He gunned his pipes as we were pulling into the school parking lot.  Everyone turned 

and looked at us, laughing.  Rat parked in his designated spot, and I hopped out.  The first bell 

of the day rang.   

“Have a good day!” I heard from behind me.  I hurried to homeroom, not responding.   

After first period, Clarice, a girl from Rat’s class handed me a note in the hallway.  It was 

an apology letter from Rat.  He drew a big heart, and in the middle wrote “I’m sorry.  Do you 
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forgive me?  Check one.”  There were two boxes:  a yes box and a no box.  I made a third box 

called maybe, and checked that one.  I gave the note back to him at Break.  He opened it in 

front of me.   

“Maybe?” he said.  He started laughing.  He put his arm around my neck, and put me in 

a head lock of sorts.  He gave me a noogie, and said, “Come on, say yes, you know you want 

to.”   

I laughed, and he scrubbed his knuckle back and forth on my scalp. 

“Come on, you know you can’t stay mad,” he said. 

“Okay, okay, I give.  I forgive you, I forgive you.”   

He released me of the head lock, but kept his arm over my shoulder, pulling me into his 

chest.  He wrapped his other arm behind my back and squeezed, lifting off my feet, the same 

way my dad had done that day in the Pizza Palace.  Only it didn’t hurt when Rat did it.  I felt 

warm and safe in his arms, like wearing an old letterman jacket.  “I knew you would come to your 

senses,” he whispered into my ear.  By lunch, we were back to normal.  We ate together, and 

after school he drove me home, same as usual.  Casey was already home so I didn’t invite him 

in.  I got out of the truck, and stood in the opened door. “See you in the morning.” 

He nodded. 

“I love you, Ray.” 

He revved his engine and his pipes growled.  I knew that meant he loved me, too.   

 

    On Thursday, Casey came home after me.  I was sitting at the dining room table, 

doing my pre-Cal homework when she came bouncing in with a smile spread across her face 

like someone had smeared it on with a butter knife.   

 “I got a job,” she said.  She pulled out the chair across from me, and took a seat.  

 I put down my pencil, and looked at her.  “Oh yeah, Where?” 

 “At Quincy’s.  Over there next to the Wal-Mart.” 

 “Out by the by-pass?” 

 “Yeah, that’s it.” 

 “We went there once after church.  They’ve got those awesome rolls with the honey 

butter.” 
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 “Yeah, The-Big-Fat-Yeast-Rolls!” she sang, mimicking the commercials.  “It’ll be a cinch.  

It’s all buffet so all I do is drinks and rolls to the tables. I get tips and an hourly wage.  I’ll be 

making enough money to be out of here in no time.” 

 “That’s great.” 

 “Yeah, and there are some really cool people that work there.  I already met this one 

guy, Daryl, who works in the kitchen.  He’s got this long wavy blonde hair like straight out of 

California, and a smile sweeter then chocolate cake.” 

 “What about Howard?” 

 “Oh, I’m over it.” 

 I looked at my homework, and began doing some equations.  “That was fast,” I said 

under my breath. 

 “What?” 

 I looked up. “When do you start?” 

 “Tomorrow night.  I follow someone for two nights to train, then I’ll be on my own for 

lunch on Sunday.  Maybe you and your family could come in after church on Sunday.” 

 “Tomorrow night?  What about the party?  I had planned on you going with me cause 

Rat’s got to harvest cotton for his daddy.” 

 “Oh shit, I forgot all about it.  I’m sorry, Purdy, but I need this job.  I can’t ask for a night 

off before I even start working there.” 

 “You wouldn’t be.  You would just be asking to start a day later.” 

 “Purdy, you know I can’t do that.  Come on.” 

 “Well, you can’t use my car because I’ll be needing it to get to the party.”  I looked back 

down at my work, letting my hair fall around my face.  

 “Fine.  I’ll get a ride from someone.  Maybe, Darryl.  He gave me his phone number.” 

 I let out a sigh, like air releasing from a balloon, making my hair fly.  I never looked up 

from my homework. 

 “What’s your problem?” I heard her say in a broken voice.  “Why can’t you just be happy 

for me?” 

 I slammed my pencil down, and looked up at her, shoving my hair behind my ears.  She 

wore one of my church suits, the burgundy one with the black trim and gold buttons.  Her hair 

was pulled back into a tight ponytail, and her face was loaded with make up:  grey eye shadow 
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like a two smokestacks billowing from her eyelids, bright red lipstick that went just over her 

natural lip line that looked like it had been on by a kid who couldn’t color in between the lines, 

but no blush at all so that her cheeks looked oddly pale compared to the other parts of her 

face..   

 “Be happy for you?  Because you’re working at Quincy’s?  No, I’m sorry, I can’t be 

happy for you.  You should be going to school, and putting your life back together.  Now if 

you’ll excuse me, I have a test tomorrow in pre-Cal.” 

 I picked up my pencil, and went back to work, leaning my head into my left hand as if to 

shield myself from her.   

 “You’re just jealous,” I heard, then the sound of the chair scooting out hard and angry, 

like high heels scraping across linoleum.  Then I heard the sound of footsteps as they passed 

from tile floor to carpet, at first loud like a hammer to nail, then quiet, like bare feet in grass.   

 When I was sure that she was gone, I looked up from my work, and stared at the empty 

chair, now pushed a few feet from table.  “Jealous,” I said, shaking my head.  I tried to go back 

to work, but my head was spinning.  I could feel my blood pressure rising and my temples 

dampened.  I put my pencil down, and went to my room.  Casey was laying diagonally across 

my bed, on her belly, her legs bent up, her feet wagging back and forth like a dog’s tail, talking 

on my telephone.  I stood at the end of my bed, and watched her.  She was still wearing my 

suit, blabbing away.   

 “Hmmm, hmm.”  I cleared my throat.  She turned and looked at me, told the person she 

needed to go, and hung up the phone. 

 “Who was that?” I asked. 

 “Howard.  He says you’ve been being a real bitch at school, too.” 

 “How dare you.  All I’ve done is try to help you.  Of course, I’ve been a bitch to him, after 

what he did to you.  What?  Did you want that I be nice to him?  You’re the one being a bitch.  

A selfish bitch.” 

 She just stared at me, her face as blank as a freshly painted wall. 

 “And I’m not jealous of you or your stupid job.  I’d rather be at school.” 

 Her face went tense and reddened.  She put her head in her hands and sobbed.  I stood 

there for a few minutes and watched her shoulders shake and move up and down.  I walked 

around the bed, sat down next to her, and put my hand on her back.   
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 She looked up at me, the grey eye shadow now in misshapen blobs around the eyes as 

if someone had hit her.   

 “I know you’re not jealous of me, Purdy.  I know that.  It’s just that everything is falling 

apart.” 

 “I’m sorry, Casey.  I didn’t mean what I said.”   

 “What am I’m going to do?”  She looked at me as if someone had just died, droopy 

eyes, swollen and pink. 

 “I don’t know, Casey.” 

 “I’m so screwed.”  She wiped her faced with both hands and sat up. 

 “No you’re not.  Everything’s gonna’ be okay.” 

 “How?  How’s it going to be okay?  My mom’s working at Pizza Palace, and we’re living 

in Trailorville!” 

 “Just stick with your plan.  Save some money and get out of here.  That would be so 

awesome.  I wish I could get out of this godforsaken place.” 

 “No you don’t.  You’ve got it made.  You’ll graduate next year and go to some college 

out-of-state, with Rat, and y’all will get married, and have children, and all that.  I have 

nothing.” 

 “You have me and your mom.  And besides, Rat’s going off to college next year, and I’m 

sure he’ll forget all about me.” 

“Rat’ll never forget about you.  He’s not like Howard.” 

“And what about Howard?  What did he want?” 

 “He wants to talk.” 

 “What’d you tell him?” 

 “I told him he could give me a ride to work, and we could talk then.” 

 “Do you think that’s a good idea?” 

 “I don’t think it could get any worse.”   

 “Okay, then.  As long as you feel comfortable with it.” 

  

 On Friday, school, went by in a blur.  I floated through my classes, and gave Howard 

some dirty looks at lunch because of what he said to Casey about me.  After school, I went 

straight home to get ready for the party.  I had to meet Ms. Georgia at the church at 4:30 to 
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help her set up.  The guests were coming at 6:00 for a potluck dinner, then Deacon Billings’ 

Karaoke.    He and his wife owned the business called Karaoke for Christ.  They do a lot of 

church events, and birthday parties, and the such. 

 I picked out a pink strapless dress and some silver flip-flops.  I curled my hair, 

freshened my make-up, and grabbed the Nike shoe box containing the sign I made for the 

party at school in computer lab.  It read HAPPY ANNIVERSARY, one letter per page.  Each 

letter was in a different font in a different color, making a happy anniversary rainbow.  I put the 

box in the trunk, got into my car, and headed over to the church. I pulled into the parking lot 

and parked near the fellowship hall.  I saw Ms. Georgia’s car, all flames and darkness parked 

to the right of sanctuary and beside it was my father’s truck.  

 “That’s odd,” I thought.  “What’s he doing here?” 

 I got out and went to my trunk to get the shoebox.  I stared at Ms.Georgia’s car and my 

father’s truck as I walked into the fellowship hall.  How different they were, sitting beside each 

other; one with flames licking at the paint, the other with a beat up paint job and a GAS MAN 

license plate, just as different as my father and Ms. Georgia were from each other.  I wondered 

what a car said about a person.  Is it a reflection their personality, or who they wished they 

could be?  I looked over my car.  It was a plain white Honda accord.  I hope it didn’t say 

something about my personality, because if it did, it would say, “Bor-ring!”  But I didn’t pick that 

car out, my dad got it for me, so maybe that’s why it doesn’t really say nothing about me.  I 

thought Ms. Georgia’s car said a lot about her—flames and all.  Rat’s truck definitely said a lot 

about him.  Maybe that he’s compensating for something.  I shook my head and walked toward 

the front doors.   

 I pushed through the blue metal double doors that lead into the main fellowship hall.  

The hall looked like our gymnasium at school—a large open space with metal siding, exposed 

steel beams.  The walls and beams were white, and the floors were black and white tiles laid 

out like a giant chess board.  When I was little, my friends and me played a game on those 

tiles, where you couldn’t step on the black ones because they were the swamp, and you would 

sink to your death if you did.  We would sing, “Don’t sink, don’t sink, or you’ll stink!”   

 I looked around the room wondering where Ms. Georgia and my father were.  The buffet 

tables were along the back of the room near the kitchen, which had been constructed by three 

walls connecting to the back wall.  The three walls that formed the front and sides of the 
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kitchen were standard height and did not reach to the ceiling, so if you got on a ladder, you 

could peer into the kitchen.  The buffet tables were covered in sliver sparkly tablecloths.  Soon, 

these tables would be crowded with fried chicken, cheesy corn casserole and four layer 

desserts.  Now they were empty, as was this room, except for the folding chairs lining the walls 

and the small stage set up perpendicular with the buffet tables, on the left side of the hall.  This 

is where Deacon Billings and his wife Sarah would be setting up the karaoke later.  Two mike 

stands stood on the stage, without any mikes, as if the were lightening rods waiting to be 

struck.   

 I started toward the kitchen jumping from white tile to white tile, carefully avoiding the 

swamp, singing, “Don’t sink, don’t sink, or you’ll stink,” as if I were still ten, and my friends were 

there to play the game with me.  I stopped at the buffet tables and put the shoebox down.  In 

front of me, on the other side of the table was the door to the kitchen.  An ordinary wooden 

door, painted white, with a diamond shaped window cut out of the top portion.  I stared at the 

door, standing very still.  I turned my head toward the kitchen as if to engage my super 

hearing, and sure enough, there were voices.   

 I walked around the tables toward the kitchen door.  I got closer, but the voices were still 

faint, like whispers.  I stopped in front of the door and pressed my ear to it, but I could not hear 

exactly what was going on.  I got up on my tiptoes and peeked in through the window.  I saw 

my father and Ms. Georgia standing by the island in the middle of the kitchen.  Ms. Georgia 

stirred a large bowl of red punch, and my dad leaned against the island, his back towards me, 

his arms propped on the island’s top.  Ms. Georgia concentrated on her stirring, steadily 

looking down and nodding as if agreeing with my father.   

 My father turned toward her, pulling a box from his pocket.  I recognized it as the red 

velvet necklace box from the night at the hotel.  I opened the door. 

 “Hey!” I said. 

 Ms. Georgia jumped, dropped the spoon into the punch bowl, causing it to splash red 

liquid dots all over the front of my father’s white shirt.  He jumped back, holding his hands in 

the air as if I were a robber that had told him to, “Put ‘em up!”   The punch became pink polka 

dots as it soaked into the material.   

 “Damn it, Purdy,” he said, dropping his hands.  He put the necklace box into his pocket 

and rubbed at a spot on his shirt with his thumb.  “Look at my shirt!”   
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 “Purdy, you scared us,” Ms. Georgia said. 

 “I’m sorry.  I just got here to help set up, and I couldn’t find you.” 

 My father grabbed a dishtowel that hung on the oven door, and went to the sink.  He 

wet the towel and wiped at the spots.  “Great, now I have to go home and change,” he said.   

 “I’m sorry, dad.  Call mom.  Have her bring you another shirt.”   

 “No, I’ll just go.”  He threw the dishtowel into the sink, and marched passed me.  I 

smelled the alcohol waft by.  He let the swinging door waver behind him.    

 I looked at Ms. Georgia.  “Sorry, I didn’t mean to…” 

 “Don’t you worry about it, Purdy.  He’s got a lot on his mind.  Now come on, let’s get this 

place decorated.”  She picked up the punch bowl and walked by me, turning her back toward 

the swinging door.  She pushed the door open with her rear end, and stood there, holding the 

punch in her hands, and the door open with her butt.  I went through, and she came behind 

me, setting the crystal punch bowl filled with red liquid on top of the silver table, making it look 

like Christmas. 

 “What’s that?”  She pointed at the Nike shoebox. 

 “Oh, that’s a sign I made for mom and dad.  I was going to hang it somewhere.”  I 

opened the box and pulled out each letter, laying them in order along the table.  I got out the 

scotch tape and the streamers, and taped each letter to the streamers.  When I ran out of room 

on the table, I moved to the floor.  I had to make two separate banners because of the length.  

The “Happy” banner would be on top, and the “Anniversary” banner beneath it.     

 “That looks very nice,” said Ms.  Georgia.  She was standing over my shoulder as I 

taped the final “Y” onto the streamer.  “You should hang it above the stage, that way, everyone 

can see it.” 

 I looked at the stage.  The wall behind it was completely bare.  “That’s the perfect spot,” 

I said.   

 Ms. Georgia helped me carry the banners over to the stage and together we hung them.  

It looked perfect.  We hung more streamers and balloons, and we put out little bowls of mixed 

nuts and pastel mints—the kind that melt in your mouth, like you get at restaurants and 

weddings.   

 People started showing up around six, and steadily the silver tables filled with different 

shaped casserole dishes—square ones, round ones, oval ones, rectangular ones.  Each filled 
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with some secret recipe of deliciousness topped with Ritz crackers and melted cheese.  I saw 

homemade biscuits, green bean casserole, baked beans, and mac and cheese.  It looked 

endless, and I couldn’t wait to dig in.  I looked at my watch.  It was almost 6:30 and neither one 

of my parents had arrived.  I asked Ms. Georgia if we could go ahead and eat, but she said we 

needed to wait for the guests of honor.  I stood near the tables greeting the guests, assuring 

them that my parents would be there soon.  I tugged at my dress, and adjusted my bra.  I 

checked my watch constantly.  I thought I might get grey hair before they showed up.  I started 

getting a little worried.  Maybe something had happened.  Maybe my father had a wreck, and 

my mother hand to go to the hospital to be with him.  Maybe he couldn’t find another shirt, and 

decided to stay home.  Maybe they got into a big fight, and he’s over at the hotel, again, drunk.  

I looked around the room again.  I checked my watch again.      

 Deacon Billings had finished setting up the karaoke station so I went to check out the 

song list.  I stood by the stage looking through the book of songs when my mother tapped me 

on the shoulder.  I turned around.  She looked like an ice princess: silver sequined dress, 

shimmering cheek bones, blonde curls.   

 “Wow, Mom.  You look beautiful!” 

 “Thanks,” she said.  She twirled and curtsied.  “Sorry I’m late.  It took a little longer at 

the salon then I expected.  Where’s your father?” 

 “I haven’t seen him.  I thought he’d be with you.” 

 “No.  I’ve been down at the salon all afternoon getting my hair and nails done.  I 

changed clothes there.  He was supposed to meet me here.” 

 “Well, he was here earlier, but then he got punch on his shirt, and went home to 

change.” 

 Ms. Georgia walked up, interrupting our conversation.  She looked at her watch.  “Hey, 

Mrs. Brackshaw.  It’s 6:45, and I think everyone’s getting hungry.  Should we start?” 

 My mom looked at her wristwatch as if she didn’t believe Ms. Georgia.  

 “Well,” she said, looking around, “Woody’s not here yet, but I guess we could go 

ahead.” 

 “Ok, then.”  Ms. Georgia hopped on stage and got on the mike.  “Everyone,” she tapped 

on the mike, making the sound of a muffled drum, “can you hear me? Everyone?” 

 The crowd quieted and looked toward Ms. Georgia on stage.   
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 “Hi, everyone.  Thanks for coming to celebrate the marriage of Woody and Paige 

Brackshaw. 25 years.” 

 She clapped and everyone followed.  My mom waved her hand.  Her face turned red, 

and she stepped behind me.  “Where is Woody?” she said, under her breath in between 

clinched teeth and fake smile.   

 Ms. Georgia continued.  “Now, Woody isn’t here yet, but Paige says we should go 

ahead and eat.  If you would bow your heads, please, to thank God, our Lord and Savior for 

this lovely spread.”   

 Everyone bowed their heads, and Ms. Georgia began praying.  I looked at my mom.  

Her head was tilted down, but I could see the muscles of her jaw poking out as if she were 

biting down on something.  There was a collective, “Amen,” and the rumbling of the crowd 

started back up, and everyone moved toward the tables, except for my mother.  She headed 

the opposite direction toward the women’s restroom.  I followed her.   

 My mother was standing in front of the mirror, leaned over so that her nose was only 

inches from the glass.  She dabbed under her eyes with a tissue.   

 “Mom?  Are you okay?’ 

 “Yeah, Purdy.  Go on back to the party.  I’m just trying to straighten out the mess I’ve 

made of this make up.” 

 I walked toward her and put my hand on her shoulder.  “Mom?” 

 She dropped her hands and turned toward me.  She looked at me for a moment, as if 

she were about to yell at me, her face tense, and red.  I braced myself.  Then she collapsed, 

throwing her arms around me, putting her head on my shoulder. 

 I stood there, my arms by my side.   

 I felt her shoulders bobbing, her body vibrating. “How could he?  I went and did all this.”  

She stood up and motion from her head to her shoes.  “How foolish.  I should’ve known.  It’s 

our anniversary.” 

 “I don’t know, mom.  He was here earlier, I’m sure he’ll be back.” 

 She turned toward the mirror, wiping her eyes and nose.  “I’m sorry, honey.  You should 

go out and enjoy the party.” 

 “And so should you.” 

 “I will.  Just give me a minute to pull myself together.” 
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 She pulled a paper towel from the dispenser on the wall, and dabbed under her eyes.  I 

watched her as she tried to fix her make up.  I thought about my father, and I wondered why he 

did this?  What could have been more important than being here?  I thought about him in the 

kitchen with Mrs. Georgia, and the necklace.  I wanted to tell my mother that he had a gift for 

her, that he did care, but I thought that might just disappoint her more. 

 “Are you going to be okay?”  

 She put her hands on the countertop and dropped her head. 

 “I’ll be fine,” she said. 

 I nodded, though she wasn’t looking, and walked out of the bathroom. 

 People were sitting all along the perimeter of the room in folding chairs, eating off paper 

plates on their laps.  Some had moved the chairs to form small circles so they may continue to 

gossip over their food.  They probably were all talking about the fact that my father had not 

shown up for his own anniversary party.  I clinched my teeth, and dug my fingernails into my 

palm.  “Damn it, dad.”  I shook my head, and went to the buffet table to fix a plate.  I ate in the 

corner by myself.  I was on my last few bites when Deacon Billings and his wife kicked off the 

karaoke with a duet:  “Don’t go Breaking My Heart,” by Kiki Dee and Elton John.  Next, was 

Mrs. Bakersville.  She was almost 90 and was said to have once been a Vaudeville girl.  She 

got on stage and sang “Beautiful” by Christina Aguilera.  More and more people sang, some 

kids, some Sunday school teachers.  My mom had rejoined the party shortly after me.  She 

had put on her happy mask and was making her rounds, saying hello and asking about 

people’s families.  All small talk I was sure, it wasn’t like she and my dad actually socialized 

with any of these people outside of seeing them at church or work.   

 Mrs. Bakersville was on her tenth song when the “HAPPY” banner fell.  I didn’t bother 

fixing it because it seemed that my father wasn’t going to show up, anyways, and my mother 

hadn’t even noticed it.  She sang “Nothing Compares,” by Sinead O’Conner, and every time 

the chorus came up, she pointed her finger to the sky, as if she were singing to God.  During 

the second verse, my father came bursting through the double doors causing a raucous.  He 

stumbled and fell into a group of folding chairs causing a loud crash like a kid banging pots and 

pans together.  The whole room stopped and turned.  The music went off, and the only sound 

was Mrs. Bakersville singing a capella.   
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 I ran over to my father.  He lay on the floor, tangled among the metal.  I leaned over 

him. He was still wearing the same white button up with the pink spots on the front, but now, it 

also had dirt and blood smeared on it.  He had a swollen eye that I was sure would be black 

tomorrow, and a bloodied nose.   

 “Dad, what the hell happened?” I asked.  I put my hand out to help him up.  

 “Purdy?”  He reached up to me.   

 I grabbed his hand and pulled.  As he got to his feet, he stumbled around and fell on 

me.  I could smell the bitterness of hops on his breath, and cigarettes, and stale beer on his 

clothes.  I put my arm around his back and settled my shoulder into his armpit, placing his arm 

around my neck.   

 “Come on, dad.”  I walked him toward the kitchen.  Everyone was silent and staring.  I 

saw my mom out of the corner of my eye.  “Mom’s been waiting for you.  Do you know what 

time it is?”  I watched as my mom walked across the room through the crowd.  She seemed to 

be picking up speed.  

 “I don’t know,” he said.  “I went by Charlie Brown’s to have a drink with Joe, and some 

kids started some shit so me and Joe had to give ‘em the old one, two.”  He made a punching 

motion with his free arm.   

 My mother was almost to us when suddenly, she lunged forward, tackling my father and 

me.  We all tumbled to the ground.  I rolled to my right and popped up, but my mother had 

pinned my father.  He was on his back, and she was straddling him, hitting him in the chest, 

screaming, “How could you, Woody?  You bastard!”   

 “Mom! Stop it!  Stop it!”  I stood just to the left of them, and the crowd formed a circle 

around my mother and father.   

 My father put his hands in front of his face to block the slaps.   

 “You’d rather drink than celebrate our anniversary!  You bastard!”  she screamed. 

 “Stop it!” I screamed.  I walked around to the back of my mother, and grabbed her under 

each arm, and yanked her.  She flew backward, and landed on her butt, continually calling my 

father a bastard.   

 She got up to her feet and screamed, “You’re a terrible husband, Woody Brackshaw!”  

Her face was red, and her fists were clinched.  She marched passed my father, who was still 

lying on the floor, pushed her way through the crowd, and out of the doors.    
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 I walked over to my father and helped him up, again.  “What the hell, Dad?” 

 “Purdy, don’t curse.  We’re at church.” 

 “Whatever, Dad.  Go to hell.” 

 I turned on my heels like a sergeant in the military and headed toward the door, staring 

at the tile floor, not caring which block I stepped on.  Before I walked through the doors, I 

turned back toward my father.  He was standing right where I left him, looking like he had been 

through a tornado.  “Mom’s right.  You’re a terrible husband,” I said.  “And a terrible father.” 

 “Purdy, wait.”  He took a step towards me and stopped on a black tile.  I wanted to tell 

him that he was in the swamp, sinking, but it was too late.  I turned and left. 

 

 I drove over to Quincy’s to wait for Casey to get off work.  I walked into the restaurant.  

It was empty except for a couple of waitresses.  I could see the buffet in the middle of the 

room, steam clouds rising here and there.  It didn’t hold a candle to the buffet at the church.  

The decor looked like it came straight from the seventies with wooden tables and wooden 

chairs covered in green vinyl.  The carpet was dark green with some darker spots, stains of 

some sort.  There were a couple of servers cleaning off tables and another one vacuuming so I 

knew that they were about to close.  Finally, a young girl wearing khakis and a dark green polo 

shirt with Quincy’s embroidered on the chest pocket.   

 “We’re closed,” she said.   

 I looked at my watch.  It was only 8:30.  “The sign says you’re open till nine.” 

 She let out a sigh from her bottom lip, straight up, causing her bangs to ruffle.   

 “Fine,” she said, rolling her eyes, “how many?”   

 “Just one.  But I’m not eating.  I just came to see Casey.  Could you put me in her 

section?” 

 “She doesn’t have a section.  She’s in training with Mona, and they’ve already been cut.  

They’re rolling silverware in the back.  Follow me.”   

 She walked me passed the buffet, through a maze of tables and chairs, to a section of 

the restaurant in the back that had accordion style walls that could be closed to separate it 

from the rest of the restaurant.  Casey sat in the corner with two other girls.  They had stacks 

of green napkins folded in to triangles in front of them.  On chairs to their right and left, were 
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plastic cartons filled with stacks of silverware: two sections of forks, one on each end, and 

spoons and knives in the middle.   

 “Hey, Purdy!” Casey said.  She hopped out of her seat, and walked toward me.  We met 

in the middle, and hugged each other.   

 “What are you doing here?  Is everything okay?” 

 I looked at her in her uniform, same as the hostess’, her hair pulled into a high pony tail, 

not as much makeup on as the day before.  I nodded. 

 “Are you sure?  You look like hell.” 

 I shook my head.  Everything came crashing down.  It felt like I was carrying two 

anchors around my neck and shoulders. I felt everything flood out.  I started telling her the 

whole story about my father coming to the party late, and drunk, and how my mother stormed 

out.  

 “Hold on, slow down.  Let’s get out of here so we can talk.  Just let me talk to Mona.”   

 “Okay,” I said. 

 Casey went over and said something to the other girls rolling silverware.  She took off 

her apron and walked back over to me. “Daryl got me a bottle of rum.  Let’s go somewhere.” 

 I nodded. 

  “I just have to get my purse from the employee lockers and we can get out of here,” she 

said. 

 She got her purse, containing the bottle of rum, and we went to the dirt roads to make a 

few loops.  We went down Doe Run.  I set my cruise control on thirty miles per hour, and we 

cruised along, passing the bottle back and forth.  I told her about the night at the hotel room, 

and how my father didn’t come home that night, and gave her the rest of the details about the 

party.   

 “I can’t believe this.  I always thought they were so happy.” 

 “Me too.  I guess they’re good at pretending.” 

 “Aren’t we all,” Casey said, taking a swig from the bottle.  She held it up and tipped it to 

the side.  “Only one shot left.  You have it.” 

 I took the bottle from her and swigged until there was nothing.  “Wheww,” I said.  I 

handed the empty bottle back to Casey.  She rolled down the window and threw at the railroad 
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crossing sign, nailing it right in the middle.  The bottle hit with a loud ding and bounced off, not 

breaking until it hit the ground.   

 “Let’s go to my house,” Casey said. 

 “Naw, man.  I don’t want to drive all the way out to hickville.” 

 She laughed.  “No, my house house.  On Casey Drive.” 

 “We can’t do that.  It’s not your house anymore, remember?” 

 “No, I forgot.  Don’t be such a puss, let’s do it.” 

 “If you say so.”  I turned around in the middle of the dirt road and headed back to main 

highway, towards Casey’s old house. 

  

 I pulled into the circular driveway, the same way I had done a million times before, only 

this time it was different.  Creepy, even.  There were no lights on.  The “For Sale” sign had 

been replaced without the BANK OWNED bit.  I pulled into the carport, instead of going around 

the circle.  Casey got out and ran over to the patch of grass in the middle of the driveway.  I 

followed behind at a slower pace.  She went straight for the sign and pulled it out of the 

ground.  “Fuck you, bank!”  she screamed.  She hurled the sign like a Frisbee into the woods 

surrounding the house.   

 “Yeah, fuck you!”  I screamed.   

 She threw her arms up in the air like the Rocky statue, but with her middle fingers 

protruding.  “Fuck you!”  She jumped around a bit more, and then stopped.  “Do you have a 

flashlight in your car?”   

 “I think so.  My dad put one of those emergency kits in my trunk.  Why?” 

 “Because I want to go inside.” 

 “How?  It’s all locked up.”   

 “Don’t worry, I know a way.” 

 We went to the car, and just as I thought, there was a flashlight in the trunk, though it 

was one of the miniature kinds that only lit up to a couple of feet in front of us.  I handed it to 

Casey.   

 She held the flashlight by the string attached to the handle, dangling it in front of my 

face as if to hypnotize me.  “Is this the same size of Rat’s dick?”  She laughed, letting her head 

tilt back. 
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 “Ha, ha, very funny.  He’s actually quite hung,” I said, snatching for the flashlight. 

 “Too bad he don’t know how to use it!”  She yanked it out of my grasp.   

“Ain’t that the truth,” I said. 

She turned toward the house.  “Follow me,” she said. 

 We went around to the back of the house where there was lattice work that ran up the 

side of the house leading to the flat roof over the carport.  Casey’s bedroom window was over 

the carport.  This was how she used to sneak out. “Ah ha,” I said, “I should’ve known.”   

 “I’ll climb up, and then come around, and unlock the back door.” 

 She put the flashlight in her mouth and started climbing.  I waited until she got through 

the window and gave me the go ahead before going to the back door.   

 She hollered, “Go ahead!” and I went over to the back door.  I had to wait a couple of 

minutes and then she was there, unlocking the door.   

 “Wa-laa!” she said.   

 “Awesome.”  I walked in.  The left behind furniture stood like tombstones throughout the 

house.  Some of it was covered in white sheets, making white islands throughout the room, as 

if children dressed up in terrible ghosts outfits had taken to haunting the place.  I could see a 

sofa and a chair with ottoman.  In the corner, there was a small table that wasn’t covered, and 

on the far wall a large wooden armoire that Casey’s dad used as a liquor cabinet.   

 “Maybe there’s something left in here.”  She walked over to the armoire and opened the 

doors on the bottom half.  The shelves were stacked with glasses as if some one still lived 

there.  Casey moved the glasses around.  “Ah Ha!”  She pulled out a crystal decanter with an 

unnamed dark liquor in it.   

 “Sweet,” I said.   

 She pulled out the cork making a popping noise.  Casey leaned in and took a sniff.  

“Whew,” she said, “that’s strong.”  She took a swig, made a face, and held the bottle out.  I 

walked over and took the bottle.  I sniffed first and then drank.  I took a mouthful and held it in 

my cheeks, not sure if I could swallow.  It burned like Listerine and finally I gulped it down.  My 

mouth watered.  I bent over taking deep breaths. 

 “Are you okay?” Casey asked.   

 I held my finger up, saying give me a sec.  The wave receded.  I stood up.   

 “Holy shit, what is that?” 
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 She laughed.  “I don’t know, but it’s stout.” 

 I gave the bottle to her.  She stood up and walked around the living room.  The floors 

were brick and her sneakers squeaked with every step.  She went in the hallway and then I 

heard the sound of footsteps going up the wooden stairs.  I followed her.  She went from room 

to room, weaving in and out, until we were in her bedroom.  Her bed was still there, though 

without the sheets or floral bedding, they had once donned, and the four-poster bed stood tall 

as if it were guarding a fortress.  She hopped onto the bed and settled in.  She swigged from 

the bottle and handed it to me. 

 “Can you believe that I used to live here?  This was my house.  Our home.  It seems so 

long ago.” 

 I sat down beside her on the bed.  Our legs dangled over the side.  I took a drink and 

put the bottle between my legs.  

 “It wasn’t that long ago,” I said. 

 “Give me the bottle.” 

 I gave it to her and she lifted it to her mouth, tilting it high. 

 “I think my dad is going to leave us,” I said. 

 “What?”  she asked, “because he was drunk at the party?” 

 “It’s not only that.  He’s just been acting really strange lately.  And his drinking.  It’s out 

of control.  There was the hotel incident, and I swear he was drunk at lunch the next day, then 

the party.  I’ve never seen mom act like that.  I think they’re both losing their minds.”   

 “What will you guys do, if he does?” 

 “I don’t know.” 

 She took another drink.  “Maybe we’ll be neighbors.”  She grinned. 

 I looked down at the wooden floor.  Everything was spinning and the wood grains 

seemed to have come to life, swirling around like a raging river.  I thought about what it would 

be like to live in Briarwood Estates, to be neighbors with the Pansy man.  I wondered if we 

would have a nice trailer with latticework and shrubbery, or if we would end up in one like 

Casey’s with a jungle underneath and wobbly cinderblock steps.   

 “Purdy, are you okay?” 

 I shook my head, quickly, as if to snap myself out of it.  “Yeah, um,” I hopped down from 

the bed, “why don’t we go to the attic and do a séance, like when we were kids?” 
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 “Yeah,” she said, “great idea.”  Casey handed me the bottle and we made our way to 

the attic.  The staircase was narrow.  I followed Casey closely, holding on to her shirttail.  

There was a distinct change in temperature about half way up.  The air became thick and 

musty, a mixture between mothballs and a strong old lady perfume.   

 “You smell that?” she said.  “That’s my aunt’s perfume.  You could always smell her up 

here, no matter what.” 

 I scooted closer to her.  “That’s not funny.” 

 “You know it’s the truth.  Remember that day when she gave us a sign?” 

 “That was just coincidence.” 

 “We’ll see.” 

 She turned the knob, opening the door.  She shined the light around the room.  We 

could only see the things closest to us. There were still trunks of old clothes, the ones that we 

used to use for dress-up, and a rocking chair, and an old dresser, photos and newspapers 

flowing from the opened drawers.  She took a step forward and I followed her.   

 I stood right behind her and Casey pointed around the room.  “Aunt Tildie?  Are you 

here?” 

 Nothing.  She took a step forward.  I scooted in right behind her.  The attic was as large 

as her living room and some corners remained dark because our flashlight wasn’t strong 

enough to reach that far.  She took a couple of more steps and said, “Aunt Tildie are you…” 

 Then something swooped down from the ceiling, swooshing over our heads.  Casey 

screamed and ducked, and I took off down the stairs.  I didn’t know what it was, but I knew it 

wasn’t getting me.  I didn’t stop until I reached the living room.  I leaned over the back of the 

sofa, panting, my heart racing.  I heard Casey coming down the steps, laughing. 

 She came into the living room and shined the light in my face.  I put my hand up to 

shield my face.  She was doubled over laughing.  “I’ve never seen you run so fast!” 

 I stood up.  “What in the hell was that?” 

 “A bat.”  She was still laughing.  “Man, you were out of there before I could say duck.” 

 “It’s not funny.  I almost had a heart attack.”  I walked around and lay down on the sofa.  

I put my hand over my heart.  I felt it palpitation like the thumping bass of cars in the school 

parking lot. 
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 “It’s funny.  You should have seen you.”  She walked over to the chair and sat down on 

top of the sheet, putting her feet up on the sheeted ottoman.  “It was hilarious.” 

 “Yeah.  So funny I forgot to laugh.” 

 

 The next morning, Casey woke me early saying that we needed to get out of dodge as 

quickly as possible.  I took her back to her trailer so she could tell her mom about her job and 

her plan to get out of here.  I wished her luck and headed over to my house.   

 When I pulled up, I wasn’t sure what I was going to be walking into.  Both of my parents’ 

cars were in the driveway, which I took as a good and bad sign.  Good because it meant that 

my parents had probably made up, but bad because it meant that I was probably in a heap of 

trouble for not coming home last night. 

 I parked my car in its usual spot and went to the door.  I stood for a moment and looked 

at my reflection in the glass of the door.  I was wearing my pink party dress, but my hair was in 

knots, and I had mascara under my eyes.  I licked my finger and started rubbing under my 

eyes, trying to get the mascara to disappear.  I got a bit of it off, but I still looked like I had been 

up most of the night.  I finger combed my hair and straightened my dress, trying to make 

myself look somewhat presentable, but my head pounded, and my stomach churned, and I 

thought I might puke at any moment.   

 I turned the knob and started through the door.  I expected both of my parents to be 

sitting in the living room, where I had imagined they had been sitting all night, worried about 

where I was and if I was alive; at first angry that I hadn’t called home and then upset at the 

thought of never seeing me again.   

 As I walked through the door, I wasn’t met by my parents and a barrage of questions, 

but instead by two suitcases.  “What the…” I said, jumping over the suitcases to keep myself 

from face planting into the carpet.  The suitcases sat right in front of the door.  They were the 

old turquoise suitcases from the seventies with navy and purple flowers that my mom kept in 

the top of the hall closet.  She never used these anymore.    

 “Mom?  Dad?” 

 There was no answer.  I walked through dining room and the kitchen towards the back 

of the house. 

 “Hello?” 
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 My stomach felt vacant as if everything I put in there the night before had mysteriously 

been stolen while a slept.  My brain hummed, and I felt dizzy.  I put one hand on each wall of 

the hallway to steady myself. My mouth watered continuously as if there were a fountain in 

there.  I breathed heavily, “Hee hee, whoo,” trying to make the saliva go away.  It didn’t work.  I 

popped into the hallway bathroom just in time to drop to my knees, barely making the toilet.   

 “Aahhh,” I said, after the initial upheaval.  “Aw, man, I’m never drinking again.”   

I lay my arm across the toilet seat resting my forehead on top of it, spitting into the toilet.  I 

could feel the muscles in my forearm twitching.  It was still a little sore from the weekend 

before.  I sat on the pink furry toilet bib, side-saddle style, my head down.  I thought about the 

suitcases and why they might be by the front door.  I wondered if my parent’s were planning to 

take a vacation that they didn’t tell me about.  Maybe to the Holy Land Experience.  Or maybe 

my mother had packed those bags for me.  Surely they aren’t that pissed.  I mean, it’s not like 

I’ve ever done this sort of thing before. I’ve come home late a few times, sure, but this is the 

first time I stayed out all night.  And besides, it was an accident anyway.  Shit, they’re not going 

to believe me.  They’re probably sending me to juvie, or worse, to boarding school.  I needed 

to straighten this mess out.  I wasn’t sure if I would be able to stand up with out hurling again, 

but I needed to find my parents.  I lifted my head, slowly, and placed one hand on the bathtub 

ledge and one hand on the toilet, heaving myself up.  I looked at myself in the mirror.  “Geez, 

Purdy.  What have you done to yourself?” I asked my reflection.  I turned the faucet on cold 

and stuck my head under it, lapping up the stream as if I were dehydrated dachshund. When I 

finished drinking, I washed my face and brushed my teeth.  I felt a little more refreshed and 

thought that I could make it to my room and change before I saw my parents.  I poked my head 

out of the bathroom, looking left and right, to see if the coast was clear.  The hallway was 

empty.  I took a left out of the bathroom toward my bedroom, but to get there, I would have to 

pass my parents’ room.  If they were in there, they would see me, and I would be so busted, 

but I guess I’m so busted, anyways.  I tip-toed down the carpeted hallway.  I saw my parents’ 

room to the left.  The door was shut.  “Sweet,” I thought.  I kept going.  As I got closer to the 

door, I could hear my parents in there.  I stopped and leaned my ear to door.  I couldn’t make 

out what they were saying.  They weren’t yelling at each other, so I thought that to be a good 

thing.  Or not, because maybe they were saving it all for me.  I crept the rest of the way down 

the hall to my room.  I closed the door slowly, holding the knob so that it wouldn’t make the 
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clicking noise.  Once it was closed, I put my back to the door and relaxed.  I went to my 

drawers to see if my mom had packed my clothes for juvie.  I checked each one.  Everything 

seemed to be in place.  The closet.  I opened the sliding doors.  Everything was there.  I pulled 

down a pair of jeans from the shelf and an old polo shirt, and threw them on the bed.  I 

unzipped my pink satin dress and let it slide the ground.  I pulled off my strapless bra and 

grabbed one of the granny bras mom had bought from the top dresser drawer.  I strapped the 

girls down, clasping all five clasps, and got dressed.  I headed back down the hallway to my 

parents’ bedroom door.  I knocked.  “Mom? Dad?  Are you in there?”  

 “Yeah, Purdy, we’ll be out in a second.  Go wait in the dining room,” my mom said.  Her 

voice sounded shaky and nasal.   

 I went to the dining room and waited for my parents.  I tapped my feet under the table 

and drummed my fingers.  I stood up and walked around the table a couple of times, then sat 

back down.  I chewed at the skin on my cuticles.  I picked at my hang nails.  “What’s taking so 

long?” I thought.  I walked around the table for the third time when my mother finally came in.  

She sat at the table, her fingers laced together as if in prayer.  Her curls from the night before 

had fallen flat, and she had taken off her makeup so I could see all of her wrinkles and age 

spots.  Her eyes were droopy and she looked much older than she actually was.   

 “Look, mom, I’m sorry I didn’t come home last night.  It was an accident, I swear.  I was 

with Casey and we spent the night at her house.  I’m sorry I didn’t call, but there was no 

phone.  Once again, if I’d had a cell phone I could’ve called you.” 

 “Purdy, why don’t you come sit down.  We need to talk.” 

 “No, I’m good.  I don’t want to sit down.”  I thought if I sat still for too long that I might 

barf. 

 “But we need to talk,” she said, “seriously.” 

 “I know, mom.  But I promise it’s really not a big deal.  I’m sorry if I worried you and all 

that, but I’m home now and everything’s fine and dandy.  No need to send me anywhere.  I 

saw the suitcases and I promise, I won’t do it again.” 

 “Purdy, those suitcases aren’t for you.  Now, please, sit.”  She pulled out the chair 

beside her.   

 I pulled the chair out further and sat, leaning the chair back on two legs.   

 “Purdy, you’ll flip.” 
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 I rolled my eyes and I let the chair slam down, making it slide forward so that I hit the 

table, causing the whole thing to shake.  “What are the suitcases for?” 

 “It’s your father.” 

 “What?  What about him?” 

 “Well, he…” 

 My father walked into the room.  “Dad!”  I said.  I ran over to him and hugged him.  

“What’s wrong with you?  Are you sick?” 

 He grabbed me by the shoulders and peeled me away from him so that he was looking 

me in the eye.  Then he turned to my mother. 

“Did you tell her?” he asked. 

“Tell me what?  Dad, I already told her I was sorry about last night.  Please don’t 

send me away.” 

“Oh, honey.  We’re not sending you away.  Why would you think a thing like that?” 

“Well, I saw the suitcases and I know I should have come home last night.  It was 

an accident.  I didn’t mean to stay out.” 

 “Purdy, what are you talking about?  I thought you were in your room?” 

 “What?  So you didn’t even know?” 

 “Know what?” 

 “Nevermind,” I said.  I plopped into the chair next to my mother. 

 “I haven’t told her, yet,” my mother said. 

 My dad walked around the table and sat in the chair beside me.  The same seats we sat 

in every time we ate dinner at the table.   

 I looked at him.  His eyes were shiny like blue marbles and the white part turned pink, 

which seemed to have become a permanent feature of late. 

 My father reached out his hand to me, palm up.  I lay my hand on top of his.  He 

wrapped his large fingers over the back of my hand.  I could feel the calluses on his fingertips 

and the contrast between my white flesh and his stained fingers looked as if we were of 

different ethnicities rather than father and daughter.   

 “Purdy,” he said.  His lip quivered.  “I need to tell you something.” 

 I nodded, afraid that if I spoke, nothing but sobs would come out.  My body tingled.  I 

wondered if it were something terminal, like cancer or Leukemia. 
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 “Are you sick?”  I gulped, swallowing the tears. 

 He shook his head. 

 “Then what is it?” I asked. 

 “I have to go away for a bit.” 

 “What?  You’re leaving us?” 

 “No, Purdy.  It’s not permanent.  I’m going to stay with your Uncle Benny, in  California.” 

 “But why?  I promise I’ll be good.  I promise I won’t stay out anymore.” 

 “Purdy, it’s nothing you did.  It’s not your fault.” 

 “What about me and mom?  What will we do?  I don’t want to move to the trailer park.”  I 

put my head into my hands.   

 “Nothing’s going to change.  I’ll be back.” 

 I felt a hand on my forearm.   

 “You’re not going to have to move anywhere,” he said.   

 I looked up at him, the dark half-moons under my eyes, damp and slick. 

 “You said you would never leave me.” 

 “I’m sorry, Purdy, but I have to.” 

 “Your father has to get some help, Purdy,” my mother said. 

 I turned toward her.  “What did you do?” I asked. 

 “She didn’t do anything,” he said.  “I have to dry out.” 

 “What?” I asked, whipping my head back toward my father. 

 “He has a problem, Purdy,” my mother said. 

 “What kind of problem?” 

 “He’s depressed,” my mom said, “and he has a drinking problem.” 

 “No he’s not.  Are you, dad?  You’re happy, aren’t you?” 

 He shook his head.   

 “But why?” 

 “I don’t know, Purdy.  That’s what I have to figure out.” 

 “Why can’t you figure it out here?  Why do have to go to California to figure it out?”   

 “Because I have to.” 

“The fresh air will do him some good,” my mother said. 

“When do you go?” 
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“Tomorrow,” he said.   

 I stood up from my chair, forcing the chair across the floor, making a screeching noise 

like fingernails across a chalkboard.  I saw my mother cringe.  “You don’t have to do this,” I 

said to my father.  “The air is fresh here.  We can help you.” 

My dad stood and lunged toward me, trying for an embrace.  I dodged him, and he 

stumbled, catching himself on the back of my chair.  “It’ll be okay,” he said. 

“No, it won’t.”  I turned and marched to my room, my hands in fists.  When I reached my 

room, a lay across the bed and sobbed, causing the whole bed to throb.  I picked up my 

cordless phone from its cradle on my bedside table.  I called Rat.   

 I needed to get out of the house and away from this mess.  Rat told me to meet him at the 

cotton field, the same place we were the week before. 

  

I got to the cotton field before Rat did.  The cotton was picked, and it was inside large 

metal crates, the size of a tractor-trailer.  The cotton looked like white fluffy clouds that had 

been captured and caged, to sale on the black market.  A metal ladder ran up the side of the 

container.  I climbed up and jumped into the whiteness.  It was like nothing I had ever felt 

before, firmer than I expected, like a new mattress.  I rolled around and threw it in the air; my 

feet were swallowed and I sunk.  I imagined it to be what people felt when they stepped into a 

snowdrift.  I lay down, finally, and then I heard the roar of Rat’s truck pulling in.  A door shut. 

Rat calling my name. 

 “Purdy?  Where are you?” 

 I sat up and showed my face over the ledge of the metal crate.  “Up here.” I said, 

waving my hand.   

 He came straight for the ladder and took it two rungs at a time.  When he reached the 

top, he stood up on the edge like a WWE wrestler, and jumped in as if he were going to suplex 

me.  He landed right beside me, rolled over, and tickled me.  I was laughing so hard that I 

forgot all about my father and mother.  Finally, he settled down and snuggled in behind me in a 

spooning position.  

 “So what’s up?  You seemed upset when you called.” 

 “I was, but I’m getting over it.” 

 “How’d the party go last night?” 
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 “Oh, you wouldn’t believe me if I told you.” 

 “I’m sorry I couldn’t go, but we got all the cotton picked.”  He waved his through the air, 

palm up, as if he were showing me a new painting he had just finished.   

 “I see that.  It’s kind of…brown.” 

 “Yep, and pretty soon we’ll be plowing it up again to plant a whole ‘nother crop.” 

 “I can’t believe your dad made you harvest.  Did he pay you?” 

 “Yeah, right.  No.  He was teaching me a lesson of life, that’s what he said anyway.” 

 “Well, you sure didn’t miss anything at the party except for my dad showing up drunk 

and my mom almost beating his ass.” 

 “What?  No way.  What’s gotten into them?  I wish my parents were that much fun.” 

 “It’s not fun, Rat.  It’s serious.” 

 “Oh, I’m sorry.”  He scooted toward me and wrapped an arm around my shoulders.  

“What is it?” 

 “It’s my father.” 

“And?” 

“He’s leaving.” 

 “Like a vacation?” 

 “No, he’s leaving leaving.” 

 “Oh.  I’m sorry, Purdy.”  He scooted closer and squeezed.   

  I shrugged my shoulders and leaned my head into the crook of his neck. 

 “Where’s he going?” 

 “California.” 

 “What’s in California?” 

 “Fresh air, I guess.” 

 “Fresh air?  Alabama’s got the freshest air around.  He don’t need to go to Cali for that.” 

“That’s exactly what I said.” 

“What about you and your mom?” 

 “I don’t know.  He’s says nothings going to change, but I know that’s not the truth.” 

 “For how long?” 

 “Temporarily.”  I picked at the cotton in front of me, feeling the bulb in between my 

fingers.  I could feel the seeds in between the fibers, hard, like cancer lumps.  Soon, this cotton 
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would be taken to the Gin, where the seeds would be removed and put into large mounds.  

Rat’s father would hang a rope from the rafters, like he did every year during harvest, and we 

would swing across the warehouse and let go, landing in the seed mounds, as if we were at an 

arcade jumping in the pool of different colored balls.  

 “What does temporarily mean?” Rat asked. 

 I sat there for a moment, thinking about his question.  I didn’t know what temporarily 

meant.  Was that two weeks, or two years?  I wondered if Casey’s dad thought he would be 

gone “temporarily” when he left.  “What if he doesn’t come back?  I don’t want to move to the 

trailer parks.  I don’t want to leave our school.” 

 “Don’t worry, Purdy.  He wouldn’t do that to you.  He loves you.” 

 “And you think Casey’s dad doesn’t love her?” 

 “It’s apples and oranges.  He’ll be back.  Ca’meer.”  He pulled me tighter against his 

body.  I could feel his belt buckle poking into my back.   

 “He’s an alcoholic, Rat.” 

 “Because he drinks a few beers?” 

 “It’s more than that.  I don’t feel like getting into it.” 

 “Come on, you can’t just bring it up and then not tell me.” 

 “Yes, I can.  I don’t feel like talking about it.” 

 “But, I wanna…” 

 “I’ll tell you later. Just kiss me, okay?”  

 He started kissing me, slowly this time.  I took off my Timberlands, undoing the double 

knots, unwrapping the long laces.  Rat undid my bra with ease.  He had on regular zipper-fly 

jeans and regular plaid boxers.  Everything worked this time.  He lay me back in the soft 

cotton, and lay on top of me.  His body was warm and immediately sweat formed between our 

stomachs, making things slippery like a slip’n’slide.  He wriggled around a bit until his knees 

were in between mine.  He moved his knees apart and mine too, eventually easing into the 

situation.  There was a sharpness, but it was fast, just like Casey said and then I could feel it.  

Something between me.  It was like I couldn’t get close enough to him.  I grabbed his back and 

moved my hips from side to side, our bodies gliding as if they had been oiled up.  It seemed 

like it had only just begun when Rat said, “Wait!”  But I didn’t know what he was talking about, 

or to who.  With a quick jerk, he scooted himself down a little, never lifting his body from mine.  
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I was empty, and he lay there with all of his weight on top of me, breathing hard.  “I love you, 

Purdy.”  His head was on my belly, and it moved up and down with my breathing.  

 “Me, too.” I put my fingers through his hair like a spider crawling over his head.  I patted 

him, and he rolled over, stretching out, his arms behind his head, his eyes closed.  I sat up, 

found my jeans, and pulled them on.  I looked over my shoulder at Rat.  He was breathing 

heavy, a slight snore, his chest moving up and down.  Beside him, in the white cotton, was a 

lone red spot, in the shape of a cherry.  I turned back to my clothes and put on my bra.  Rat’s 

clothes were in a pile next to mine.  His cigarettes were hanging out of his pants pocket.  I took 

them and removed the cellophane.  I turned back around.  “Rat,” I whispered.  He didn’t say 

anything.  I reached over and grabbed the pieces of stained cotton, put them in the cellophane, 

and put it in my pocket.  I finished dressing and lay down next to Rat, on my side, my back to 

him, looking out through the grate.  I wondered what the cotton that we were laying on would 

become.  Maybe a comforter, Maybe a t-shirt.  Rat rolled over and spooned me, resting his 

chin on my head.  We lay there in the cotton, and he held me.  I looked through the openings 

of the metal container at the now barren field.  There were pieces of cotton here and there that 

got left behind.  They dotted the browness like confetti after a parade.  Rat was behind me, 

and I guess he was looking at the same thing because he said, “It’s all gone now, Purdy.”   

 “It sure is, Ray,” I said, knowing he was right.    

 

.     
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