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        Marnie

      

      

      "Which level of hell is this?" I ask. Nothin' in the mailbox but bills. If I hadn't been such a coward and skipped picking up yesterday, it wouldn’t be like a waterfall today, with envelopes falling everywhere in cascades. I hold my breath and reach through the driver's-side window to collect them. The one on top is from the Josephine County Tax Office. Property taxes are always sent out April 30th. I rip the top open like I do when removing a plastic bandage from a cut—fast, in the hopes of minimizing the pain. I check the amount due and bite my lip. "People like me always fall short and hard," I grumble. Opening the bill fast made little difference. I still owe money I don't have. Crap.

      I shove the paper into my jean jacket pocket, slam the box shut, and stamp the accelerator hard. In a few seconds I’m out of my driveway and streaking down the highway as strands of my hair whip around me. For a brief few seconds, and the first time in three years, I'm satisfyingly alive. When I drive fast, all those thoughts of what will happen if I don't pay go away. The sun is shining and the temperature is sixty-seven degrees, as I head toward the city of Grants Pass in Oregon, away from my farm and my troubles.

      To most people, Grants Pass would seem like paradise. The town’s slogan is, "It's the climate," printed on billboards throughout the area. Usually, opening a story with the weather is lame, but in this case my livelihood depends on growing things, and from now on it will become more so. I'll eventually become known as The Flower Queen. It has a nice ring, don't you think? I much prefer it to what people used to say about me—the poor girl whose mother was murdered. The word “poor” in my case does double duty. I started out with nothing…and I still have most of it. For me, sarcasm is not an attitude, it's an art form, and it's my secret weapon for surviving in this world.

      I'm late for my part-time job as a waitress, which is normal. It's after 7:15 am as I park my old Chevrolet pickup in an open space in front of Ruby's Diner. I take one more hit off the reefer and listen to the tail end of a Donna Summer song before pinching it with my fingers and squeezing it out. Ruby's was the only game in town for breakfast and lunch in 1978 and it will be another four years before there’s anywhere else to go.

      I've worked at the diner part-time to supplement my family's income for over fifteen years. If you know anything about farming, you understand it's not always dependable because of various factors. In my case, my husband Jack factored into the unreliability. He's now become even more unreliable, because he's dead. It wasn't his choice and I can't blame that on him like I did many other things. People think dying is hard. It's actually helping people live that's difficult. It was three years from the time Jack was diagnosed with pancreatic cancer until he died. He tried all kinds of treatment, and I was his cheerleader. He wanted to give up after one year. I pushed him through year two. By year three, he was begging me to let him stop. I'll probably go to hell for not letting him.

      The plate glass window at Ruby’s is clean and sparkling. Carl, the owner, takes pride in the restaurant and comes in early or stays late to ensure the panes of glass on the windows and doors are clean of all fingerprints. He said once, "I don't eat at places with dirty windows." I've since adopted the same philosophy. If the owner doesn't care about the front of the place, what shape is the kitchen in? I step across the threshold and see that the rest of the establishment is in its usual tidy condition too. The black and white checkerboard floor smells slightly of oranges. The red vinyl booths, stainless steel chairs, and Formica tables are spotless and just beginning to fill. "You're late, Marnie," Carl yells. The scent of roasted coffee beans, pork products, and hashbrowns frying on the grill hit my nose next, mixing with the orange scent as I reach the row of stools.

      "This is the time I always come in," I bark back at him. He can't argue with the truth and slinks back to the kitchen. I could be on time if I wanted to. I'm a very efficient person even though I smoke pot. I've had to be, with working here, being a mother of twin boys, and being the wife of a disorganized farmer who had a terminal illness.

      I wrap my clean white apron around my waist and shove the pad and pencil in the front pocket. Sharon—Carl's wife—Kate the other waitress, and I start pouring coffee and handing out menus to patrons who’ve already claimed tables. It’s first come, first served at Ruby’s. Kate and I have been friends since kindergarten, and when our eyes connect, I don't have to say a word to her. She senses I've got something important to tell her because of the way I squeeze my eyes close and shake my head.

      At eleven-thirty, once the breakfast crowd clears, we take our break and head out back by the green-colored dumpsters covered with graffiti. Even in our small town, the teenagers have something to say. "Charlie’s Angels Rule" is written in bold graffiti on the side of one of the dumpsters. "Spill," Kate says after lighting her smoke and blowing several perfect smoke circles that disappear in a blue sky dotted with cotton candy clouds.

      I pull the tax bill out of my jeans pocket. I would never tell anyone else, but I have to share with someone. "This came yesterday." I pass it to her. "I don't have the money. You know Jack didn't leave me a thing but his debts. No life insurance, nothing."

      When Kate takes the paper and reads the amount, her eyes grow huge. "What are you going to do, Marnie?” She takes a drag off her smoke and doesn't wait for me to answer. "Maybe you should sell the farm, get out from under. Do you really want to slop around in pigshit until the day you die without any help?"

      I scoff. "Don't sugarcoat things on my account.” I turn my back on her.

      Kate takes my shoulder and spins me around. "It's the truth, isn't it?"

      "It's not about me. The land is a legacy. It's been in Jack's family for generations. It's for Chester and Cole. If I sell it, what will they do?”

      "Ask them."

      "I did. Chester wants to farm and Cole⁠—"

      "Let me guess,” Kate smirks. "Cole wants to get the hell out of Dodge and become a hard rock musician or a tattoo artist, or maybe move to Jamaica and become a Rastafarian."

      "Something like that," I snicker.

      "I'm sure you'll come up with a plan, or I will." Kate throws her smoke on the ground and grinds it down with her hot pink patent leather platform shoe. How she works in them all day, I have yet to learn, but she triples my earnings in tips. It's more than just the shoes; her cheerful attitude and short skirts contribute to it too.

      She grabs my hand and drags me back to the diner. We head through the kitchen and begin to enter the seating area until I see him and stop. I hardly recognized him at first…he’s all grown up. He looks like a movie star. Sharon shows him to a booth by the order pickup area. I duck behind the warming station and hide, remaining in the kitchen. Kate doesn't; she pushes the double doors, enters the dining area and makes a beeline for him.

      I can't face Wayne Farr after all this time. He's handsome, and I'm a mess. I avoid looking in mirrors as much as possible. After Jack got cancer, I didn't have time to take care of myself even if I’d wanted to. The inside of me is another story. I'm frozen at age fifteen forever, thanks to what happened to my mother and me. 

      “Coffee, please,” Wayne says, his eyes glued to the breakfast side of the menu.

      "What are you doing back here, Wayne? I thought you left forever." Kate giggles in that flirty way she has. Even I think it's freakin' adorable.

      Wayne pulls his head up, surprised. "Kate, is that you? Oh my gosh, I apologize, I didn't recognize you."

      "Do I look that bad?" Kate asks with her pencil shoved into the corner of her mouth. Like she ever could. What a joke.

      "No, of course not." Wayne blushes and stands up. He was always a gentleman. "It’s the opposite. I mistook you for a teenager." His dark brown hair is styled different; no longer in a pompadour, swept up high on the top of his head. It’s now clipped short and tight on the sides. He's even more handsome…

      "You're such a sweet-talker." Kate slaps Wayne’s shoulder. "So what are you doing back in town? It’s been years."

      "I just got a transfer from Portland, to be closer to my dad. Since my brother passed some years ago, he's in need of companionship."

      "Ahhh. You're a good son. I heard he was having trouble. What do you do?”

      "A government job."

      "Did you hear about Marnie?" I'm going to kill you if you say another word, Kate.

      "What about her?" I peek over the counter. His eyes are wavering back and forth, concerned.

      "Her husband died and she's all alone out on that big ol’ farm." I am not. I have Cole and Chester and a pack of dogs whose number grows daily.

      "When did this happen?" He gets an expression on his face where he might bolt, run out of the diner and drive there.

      "A month or two ago."

      "Someone told me she has twin sons," he says as he sips coffee.

      "True. They're sixteen now."

      "How is Marnie handling it?"

      "Which part, the death or having teenagers?" Jesus, Kate.

      Wayne laughs lightly and shakes his head. "Actually, I guess both. Are they well-behaved boys, I hope?"

      "Both of them have genius IQs. The one boy, Chester, is a happy-go-lucky, dreamer type, like the father. But the other one, Cole, is like Marnie, analytical and a planner." Good dodge, Kate. She didn't tell Wayne how Cole's plans sometimes lead to trouble. He's already been arrested twice. He's something of a hothead, too, and takes offense quickly. "You remember how Marnie was so even-tempered after⁠—"

      "You mean emotionless and withdrawn." Wayne shakes his head and lowers it. "She had her reasons, of course. No one lives through what she did and not have it affect them." He stares at his coffee cup.

      "So what would you like?" Kate changes the subject and has her pen poised to write.

      "Poached eggs, I guess." He taps the closed menu.

      "On toast?"

      "Yes."

      "Okie-dokie, Adam and Eve on a raft. Bacon or sausage?"

      "Bacon and some hashbrowns, if you have them." What diner doesn't have hashbrowns?

      "Watching your figure?" Kate laughs. "I'll put the order in." She walks away, hands the ticket to Carl, looks down and crosses her eyes, and sticks out her tongue at me.

      "You better stop talking about me," I whisper. Kate ignores me and returns to Wayne with the coffee pot.

      "More coffee?"

      "Sure."

      "I can't believe they never caught anyone," Kate says as she tops off Wayne's coffee and makes eye contact with him.

      "I don't like to talk badly of others, but the police didn't do a professional job collecting the evidence. They corrupted the crime scene." How does Wayne know this? Did his father, a policeman, tell him? I regularly call the police, and the latest detective, a new one every year, never confesses they screwed up, but I've always had my suspicions. They always tell me they're working on it, but I know they're lying. They want me to be quiet and go away.

      "She's never been the same. You know what I mean?" Kate says. That's the understatement of the year. She knows I'm listening, or she'd say more.

      The bell rings. "Order's up," Carl calls to Kate, then turns to me and asks, "Aren't you working?"

      "No, I have to wait."

      "For what?" Carl asks with raised eyebrows as I crouch on the floor.

      "For Wayne to leave."

      Carl wrinkles his nose and tilts his head to one side. "He better be a fast eater."

      Kate places the plate with Wayne's breakfast in front of him. He shoves a forkful of egg in his mouth, takes a bite of toast, chews and swallows, and then looks at Kate severely. "You've got to remember I lived through it; I dated her. Would you expect Marnie to act otherwise? Her mother was murdered and they've never found the perpetrators. If they had DNA, they might have a chance someday. They're making advances all the time. But without it, I don't think they'll ever solve this." Wayne retakes his cup and grimaces. "She never wanted to leave the house. I had to beg her to do so. And even then, if we went anywhere and she didn't like the looks of someone, we had to leave. I can only imagine what she…" Wayne stops talking and eats some more potatoes and Kate watches him.

      I still don't go out much, and it's been over twenty-six years. Even here, when I wait on someone, I check them out. I check their age, height, the color of their eyes, and whether they have a scar.

      "She takes a lot of security precautions. Her farm is a fortress. Marnie has more weapons than the militia." That's an exaggeration, but Wayne doesn't know that and makes a face like you see in a horror movie; his mouth and eyes open large, and his eyebrows shoot up.

      I do have some weapons. I sleep with an S&W Model 19 under my pillow and an AR-15 under my bed. For backup, I have a machete by my nightstand, and when I leave my house there's a Buck knife in my boot. I reach down, checking to ensure I have it now. I have an ax in the truck under my seat and a smaller snub nose in the glove compartment. Kate didn't mention the bear spray deterrent I always keep in my pants pocket as well. It's not for bears, of course. They aren't the problem. It's people; men in particular.

      "She's got dogs and motion lights." Kate nods her head. "She'll probably really step it up now that her husband's gone."

      I hadn't thought about it as much as I should. My son Cole seems to be on top of it, though. He likes guns, too. Maybe a bit too much. I've already gotten several calls from school. They don't appreciate how he dresses in camouflage, or the long black coat, or the bleeding people he draws on the front of his notebooks. They want him to see a psychiatrist. I defended him. I told the school, "The drawings mean nothing. Don't judge him by his clothing. It's what's in his heart that matters." He would never hurt another family after seeing how my life had been altered by the murder of my mother.

      Wayne finishes his food and pushes his plate away. "Do you think I should call her?" I can't believe he wants to call me after hearing all the talk about guns. Isn't he afraid of getting shot? What's wrong with the man?

      "Why not? She liked you, Wayne, she really did. It's just, you know, everything that happened…" Stay out of it, Kate. Don't encourage him.

      "They say timing is everything in life. Would you be comfortable giving me Marnie's number?" Don't, Kate, please…

      "Sure." She writes on the bottom of his check and passes it to him. Damnit.

      "Thank you. Wonderful seeing you, Kate." Wayne stands and hugs her, revealing that he’s even more muscular than before. I’d pulled away when he had hugged me after it had happened. I didn't mean to, but he was so tall, and he reminded me of one of them.

      "You too, Wayne. If she doesn't call you back, don't take offense. It might be too soon after her husband's death."

      "Gotcha. You're a good friend, Kate." Wayne walks to the register, and pays. The bell rings as he leaves, and then he's on the sidewalk, passing the front of the diner window before disappearing. He’s even more handsome than he was back in high school. He's a man now, his face more angular, his jaw square. He's got beautiful lips. Stop it, Marnie. He's taller than any of the other men I’ve ever dated. He was a super jock back then, on the varsity basketball and football teams. He went to college on a football scholarship. After he went away, I cut him loose. He was three years ahead of me and things wouldn't have worked. I didn't like feeling overwhelmed; I didn't need the pressure. I dated someone shorter and less intimidating after him. Then I met Jack, and he wasn't intimidating at all. He didn't seem to care about anything, not even me. I think that's why I married him; no pressure.

      "Marnie, get out here. He's gone. What's wrong with you?" Kate asks, snapping me out of my thoughts.

      "You know the answer to that question."

      “Wayne wanted to see you."

      "You shouldn't have given him my number."

      "Well, I did. If you don't want to speak to him, don't call him back. I've also got an idea about your other situation; we'll talk about it in your truck when our shift is over at three o'clock."

      Everything’s good until two, when a customer comes in and freaks me out when ordering. I run to the bathroom and Kate soon follows. "His eyes are green," I explain, my words echoing in the tile bathroom.

      "Calm down, Marnie. Plenty of men have green eyes."

      I don't want to peek, but I can't stop myself. I look out and close the door quickly. "But he's also the right age. The man would be in his late forties now."

      Kate's shoulders slump. "I can't believe you're doing this to yourself." Kate hoists herself onto one of the vanity sinks. "You can't keep going down this road over and over. You promised you wouldn't examine every man who dined here."

      "I thought I could, but I can't, and he’s got a scar on his hand and⁠—"

      She jumps off the counter. "You promised." Her forehead wrinkles. “I know the man. He’s nice. He owns the airport. You're going to go out there, apologize, and serve that man his hot roast beef, mashed potatoes and gravy. That's all there is to it."

      "But I can't. I've already made a fool of myself and⁠—"

      "It doesn't matter. If you don't, Carl could fire you. Do you want that?"

      "I'll get another job."

      "Not in Grants Pass, you won't. Everyone's heard about your issues, and there are no other waitressing jobs. Carl's been good to you. Now get out there."

      Kate's right, of course, on every count. I sigh and open the restroom door.

      "Order up," Carl yells. I head to the window. Carl's face is full of worry as I pick up the plate. The grief I've caused Carl over the years, and he's never given me so much as a warning or a tongue lashing. I approach the man I earlier accused of raping me and deliver his food. I hold my breath before setting it down. I notice Carl has given the man extras of everything. The plate is so heavy I have to lift it with both hands.

      "I'm sorry about what I said. I thought you were someone else." The man's mouth twists, but he doesn't glance at or say anything to me. He picks up his fork and starts eating his meal. His eyes aren't really green, more a hazel color, and the scar on his hand is nowhere near his thumb. Why did I think he was the one? "More coffee?" I ask.

      He nods and asks, “Can I have more creamers, too?” in a soft voice.

      “Sure, I’ll fetch some.” The man finishes his meal, asks for his check and even leaves a tip without further incident from me.

      The next hour passes quickly, which is one of the reasons I like working in the diner; I'm too busy to think about anything…most of the time. At three o'clock, Kate and I yell, "Bye, Carl," grab a soda and head for the door. I’m relieved I made it through another day without killing anyone.
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        * * *

      

      Kate and I walk to my truck. I search Main Street. I'm always on the lookout for trouble. There's not much here but the essentials: a laundromat, a small grocery store, Ruby's, a hardware store, a five-and-dime where teenagers hang, the bank, and a couple of attorney's offices. Off the main drag, we have a record store, a bookstore, a beauty salon, a police station, and a barbershop. Further outside of town are several bars, keeping those attorneys in business. Things don't stay open late like in the cities, except for those bars. It's small-town America; people want to go home to their families during the week.

      My Chevrolet is faded brown, rusty, and beautiful in its ugliness. There are even holes in some of the rust, reminding me of Swiss cheese. It's the kind of truck you don't have to worry about. If someone hits me, so what? But others know by looking at it that I have nothing to lose, so they stay out of my way. I collapse against the torn seat, worm a finger in one of the tears, and pull some stuffing out to calm my nerves. "Stop it, Marnie," Kate says, slapping my hand. "One of these days, you won't have anything left to sit on."

      "I'm nervous." I reach for the baggie under the seat and pull out the lighter and one of the joints I've rolled. "This will help. I'm going to try to cut back now that Jack's gone." The joint sparks. I take a huff and pass it to Kate. She takes one puff, coughs, and covers her mouth. "What does cutting back look like for you? Five times a day from ten?” And winks, “Do you think smoking so much contributes to your paranoia?”

      "What paranoia? I'm perfectly calm."

      "If that was you being calm back there with that customer, I don't want to see you wound up."

      "Let's not talk about it."

      Kate nods. "How much pot do you have left from the plants you grew for Jack when he was sick?"

      "I don't know exactly. I'd have to weigh it, but I grew over fifty plants. I could have seventeen pounds or a bit less."

      “If you got rid of it, it might help you cut back."

      "True. I'd like to set a better example for the boys."

      "They know you smoke it?" Kate’s mouth falls open.

      "I don't smoke in front of them. They might have smelled it. They're not stupid, but they're too polite to say anything."

      Kate nods her head. "You always had a green thumb. Too bad your husband didn't listen to you more. If he did, the farm would’ve made a profit, instead of losing money left and right. Just a thought, but you should weigh it. According to Billy Sage, you can get between six hundred and eight hundred dollars per pound depending on the quality and whether it’s buds, stalks or seeds. "

      "Who's Billy Sage?" I ask.

      "A friend of mine."

      "You didn't give him my name, did you?"

      "Of course not. I'm not stupid.”

      "It's illegal to sell marijuana, Kate."

      "It's illegal to grow it, too. And stop playing with the window." She gives me another swat. "How many times are you going to roll it up and down? I'm surprised you haven't broken it already."

      "It's just a nervous habit." It's like several other nervous habits I have that I can't stop doing, even though they don't make sense.

      "You have a choice." Kate stares at me. "Sell the marijuana and pay your tax bill, or lose your farm. Pick one." She brings me close, squeezes me, climbs out of the truck, walks to her car, turns, and waves.

      I sit there momentarily and swipe the blunt against the metal door until it’s out before turning the key in the ignition. The engine stutters and doesn't engage. I try again. This time, the engine catches. I signal, put the truck into first gear, steer it from the curb and drive towards the orange sun.

      The farm is all I have and will ever have. I think about the place I call home, and turn the idea of selling pot around in my head, as I watch the big orange ball in the sky sink lower and lower as my thoughts do, too.
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        * * *

      

      I hear my dogs barking when I pull into the drive and turn off the engine. I walk down the small stone path that leads to the kennel my husband built. It took me three years to raise enough money for the materials. I held bake sales, and Carl and his wife donated a big chunk. My son painted the building red before Jack died. It provides inside kennels and outside runs. I have ten dogs right now, the most I've ever had. I don't go looking for them; they find me. People drop them off at my house, bring them to the diner, or tie them to the truck's bumper when I have it parked somewhere. I can't say no to them. There's a local shelter, and I have nothing against it. Still, they can only take so many, and unfortunately, they euthanize. I don't do that. I could never make those kinds of decisions between death or life for one dog or another.

      The dogs, mostly pit bulls or pit bull mixes, stop barking as soon as I enter. They all run to the front of their kennels, jumping up and down and wait for me to stop in front of them. I pet each one and talk to them. I take Happy out and he jumps on me, almost knocking me down, licking my hands and face. He's all white with tan freckles. I snap a lead on and sneeze immediately. It's his turn to come in the house tonight. I notice the hives on the inside of my wrist by the time I reach the door.
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THE FONT SOFTWARE IS PROVIDED "AS IS", WITHOUT WARRANTY OF ANY KIND,
EXPRESS OR IMPLIED, INCLUDING BUT NOT LIMITED TO ANY WARRANTIES OF
MERCHANTABILITY, FITNESS FOR A PARTICULAR PURPOSE AND NONINFRINGEMENT
OF COPYRIGHT, PATENT, TRADEMARK, OR OTHER RIGHT. IN NO EVENT SHALL THE
COPYRIGHT HOLDER BE LIABLE FOR ANY CLAIM, DAMAGES OR OTHER LIABILITY,
INCLUDING ANY GENERAL, SPECIAL, INDIRECT, INCIDENTAL, OR CONSEQUENTIAL
DAMAGES, WHETHER IN AN ACTION OF CONTRACT, TORT OR OTHERWISE, ARISING
FROM, OUT OF THE USE OR INABILITY TO USE THE FONT SOFTWARE OR FROM
OTHER DEALINGS IN THE FONT SOFTWARE.
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