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Harold Hayes: Why don’t we start from the beginning?

Penny: I don’t even know where that would be.

Harold Hayes: Well, when I write for Zipper, I start my piece when a band or song changes. When did everything change?

Penny: I suppose everything changed when I went back to Moose Creek for the Summer of 1975. 

Harold Hayes: And?
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Arrival At Moose Creek

Song: Georgia Peaches—Lynyrd Skynyrd

June 14th, 1975

The sunbeams shone on my face as I sat in my mom and stepdad’s old ruby pickup truck. We were packed together, like sardines in the front, but I didn’t mind because I was close to my parents in ways most teens were not. I waved my hand out the window as Captain & Tennille’s “Love Will Keep Us Together” played.

My stepdad, James, took his eyes off the road and said, “Penny, change the radio. This crap is awful.” James was a tall man with brown hair that he brushed back. He had green eyes, a mustache I liked to make fun of, with a heavy gut. He insisted that mustaches were groovy, and he looked like a famous rockstar. Even though his appearance was far from Hollywood material, he was a star to me. 

I laughed and replied, “Understood. How is this?”

The station switched from pop to 105.1 The ROCK! It played the new summer hit “Rock and Roll All Nite” by KISS. My stepdad grinned and turned the dial to thirty-two as he sang along. 

I could feel the song’s vibration through my feet up to my chest. I smiled back at him because nothing could change my mood. I loved all types of music, so the song didn’t matter. We were also heading to Moose Creek, my favorite place in the world. 

My mom, April, must have noticed my enthusiasm, because she laid her head on my shoulder and whispered, “You ready, Penelope?”

I leaned into her and said, “You know I am, Momma.”

Momma was beautiful. She had puffy blonde hair with bangs that framed her face just right. 

I was taking notes about the song in my beaten-up notebook so I could write a critique about it later when my momma nudged me and said, “You better not sit around and read all summer long. Words won’t do you justice. You need to live and learn.” 

It was true, but sometimes I didn’t want to go through bumpy patches to learn a lesson. Books and writing allowed me to live other lives without taking on any risks.

“I won’t, Momma. I am going to be with my friends,” I assured her. I stopped writing and closed the front cover of my notebook, slipping it and my blue pen, underneath the seat for safekeeping. My dog, Fawn, was in the back of the pickup, sticking out her tongue with delight. I put my hand on the warmed glass and told her, “It won’t be long before we arrive.”

Every summer, we would stay at my grandmother’s cabin in Moose Creek. It was my second abode. I loved everything about it. We were less than an hour away, and I got more excited with every turn. I knew that road better than any other. I took a deep breath. The air was crisper there. Moose Creek was my family’s breath of fresh air from our average lives.

We stopped at the closest rest stop to let Fawn out to go potty. As she trotted around the grassy area to take a squat, my parents and I took turns entering the restroom. I hurried through the convenience store to the unclean toilet. It was important to keep the stop times to a limit so we would arrive as fast as possible. I thoroughly washed my hands in the sink and spent too much time with the soap, so I didn’t dry my hands with the towel. Instead, I shook my fingers out, causing water droplets to fly all over the store. I pushed the glass door open with my elbows, making the bell above the frame chime. I ran back to the parking lot, not looking back. One more hour felt like a lifetime. Fawn was panting, Momma was hungry, and my stepdad wouldn’t stop talking about his urge to fish. We jumped back into the front and buckled our seatbelts. 

“I can’t believe we are almost there. I wish we visited more.”

“Me too, but I have to work. You are lucky. Most kids don’t go anywhere different in the summer. We could always send you away to some church camp instead,” James, said.

“I know. Thanks for taking me. Moose Creek is a special place.”

My stepdad sighed. “I guess. It is just a town, though.” 

“It’s not just a town for her though, Honey,” Momma said, running her fingers through my hair. 

The poles in the back of the truck wiggled as we paved our way to paradise. Every summer, the last hour of the trip felt like the longest for two reasons. The first was that anticipation consumed me the closer we got to town. The second was that there was no radio station that could reach where we were. The radio waves of 105.1 THE ROCK! did not travel far enough past the rest stop, making there little to no reception. On various corners, a song’s chorus would break through the speakers and then turn back into static. Music made things more digestible. A good song could make time pass as fast as lightning strikes. Songs had a power over me. A sad song could make me withdraw myself, while a pop song could make me giggle like a little girl. And rock made me feel all kinds of emotions at once. Without the radio, I was left to wait, with nothing to cushion my eagerness.

When the truck eventually pulled up to the log cabin, my stepdad turned the key so it would stop idling. My grandma was sitting in her rocker on the front porch, waiting for us. 

Grandma was old and typically kept to herself, except if there was any drama, she became the center of it. I noticed she looked skinnier than usual. She had short gray hair, fake teeth, and a sunken face while depicting a welcoming manner.

“Could you get out so I can talk to Grandma?” I asked my mom, as I scooted closer to her so she would have to open the door.

My momma got out of the truck, and Grandma embraced me. She looked proud when she exclaimed, “My God, Penny, you have grown. Your curly blonde hair is now wavy because it’s so long, and your legs are already tan!” 

I peered down at my legs. Somehow, they were already darker than my usual pale white shade. Summer started only a few weeks ago, and I went swimming as much as possible.

“How have you been?”

“Oh, you know, the usual. I’ve been here and there,” my grandma replied.

“When did you get here?”

“A couple of days ago. I had the neighbor boy help me get my bags in. It’s nice to be back here. It gets too crazy in Butterfield during the summer months. Life slows down here instead of speeding up.” When we ran out of topics to discuss, she held my gaze for a minute. “Go help your mom with those bags.”

I liked helping out, so I ran toward the truck and grabbed a bag from the top of the tailgate. Fawn jumped out of the back and followed close behind my heels. She always made sure to be by my side to protect me.

When I walked into the familiar house, I knew my grandmother’s cabin was falling apart at the seams. I could roll a ball from the kitchen, and it would roll out the front door. The floor was uneven, the walls had cracks, and the plumbing barely worked. None of us mentioned how bad it was to Grandma because she would break down and say everything was perfect. She refused to get maintenance done and liked to “jimmy rig” things. Jimmy rigging was her way of fixing things, which mostly consisted of using duct tape. In a year’s time, things had gotten progressively worse. But it wasn’t the house or the duct-taped pipes that made me want to come to town every summer. It was my friends, the creek, and the peaches.

Moose Creek was known for its delicious peaches. The town’s population was one hundred and thirty-three people, and everyone knew each other. There was one store in the town center called the Peach Pot that sold everything from toilet paper to homemade peach ice cream. Despite the small population, many traveled to pick peaches, fish, swim, and be tourists.

Technically, no one in my family lived there all year round, except we were not vacationers either. Moose Creek felt like my home. Townspeople welcomed me with open arms each summer like I was their own, and I had met many friends over the years. I was fourteen going on fifteen, and I felt like I could finally break out of my sister’s shadow. 

My sister used to come with us until she moved to a big city and stopped having time for us. I craved to be cool like her, even when she acted like I was a burden. For once, it was just me. My sister wasn’t there to make me feel like I wasn’t enough anymore. I would go swimming, hang out at the library, go to the park, see my friends, eat peaches, and have a great birthday. Nothing was stopping me from making memories over the summer.

I laid my orange travel bag on the bed in the room I typically stayed in. The majority of the room was full of junk, or what my grandma considered treasure. My grandma became a hoarder after my grandpa passed away. She filled the hole he left with material items. After a failed attempt at owning a ceramic business, she bought things she didn’t need because she claimed someday, she might need the stuff. I was shocked to find the bed was spotless and a pathway led to the bathroom. She must have worked hard to “clean,” meaning she had moved the stuff to a different location before we arrived. I rubbed my hand over the moose quilt laid on the top of the bed and thought, wow, that’s fitting.

Even though I enjoyed my time in the bedroom the previous summers, I didn’t want to waste any more time reading in a congested room full of random items my grandma purchased. I only had so many more years of being a kid and wanted to spend them wisely, like my momma wanted me to. I was itching to walk down to the park and see if any of my friends were there, but I knew I had to visit with my grandma for a little longer. She was the one who let us stay, and it was the noble thing to do.

I exited the bedroom to join my mom, grandma, and stepdad in the cabin’s small living room. Fawn was lying on the rug underneath my mom’s feet. I bent over and gave her a mini pat on the head. She looked up at me with her bright brown eyes and wagged her tail back and forth. The furniture in the cabin was all different colors, making it look like rainbow vomit. One chair was red, the couch blue, the tables had a plain wood stain, and piles of books were stacked behind the chairs to hold them up.

“Sit down, Sweetie. Your grandma was talking about the story of when she first bought the house,” my mom said.

I shrugged but immediately fixed my obvious disinterest with a polite smile and nod. 

James gave me an all-knowing look. He knew that she told the story every year. Heck, she practically said it every week. We all nodded and laughed at the optimal moments so my grandma would be pleased.

“It really is amazing that the only reason you got this house was because you gave the previous owner one of the family’s recipes.”

“Well, that isn’t even half of it. Did I ever tell you about the time...”

In the middle of her sentence, James interrupted her by saying, “Sorry to cut in, Ma. I need Penny to get me something from the store. Would you excuse her?”

My grandma paused and said, “Oh my, sorry, I talked on and on. You know how it is getting old. Of course, go!”

My stepdad reached into his billfold and handed me a crinkled-up five-dollar bill. The bill’s surface was rough and had a rip on its left side. As my stepdad sat there, I wanted to thank him a million times over. He got me out of the house without a fuss, making him shine brighter than anyone else in my eyes. I felt bad that he was stuck there with her, but I refused to stay another minute. 

I grinned at him and mouthed the words, “Thank you,” before I walked out of the front door with the crumpled bill in my hand. The porch made a screeching noise as I stepped onto the old, decaying stairs, and my heart beat faster, anticipating the sight of my friends and the idea of a spectacular summer.
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Fawn gets a Home

Song: Cracker Jack—Dolly Parton

June 25th, 1967

Harold Hayes: I’m curious. How did Darren become a part of all this? How did you two meet?

Penny: Well...

For my sixth birthday, there was only one thing I wanted. Down the street from my grandma’s cabin in Moose Creek was a little white house with a wire fence around it. Every day, when I walked to the park with my sister, we would walk past the enclosure. Tiny puppies would jump against the fence, whining, seeking a connection.

That time, a boy was swinging on the porch swing. His legs swung forward and back as he propelled his weight. I learned how to pump myself on the swing earlier that year and admired his ability to pump so well. He was holding one of the puppies in his skinny arms. 

I nudged my sister. “Who is that?”

She responded, “Penny, you need to get out more. That’s Darren. He’s the preacher’s son. His family moved here a couple of weeks ago. I think he’s about your age.”

Darren looked sweet. He had short, dark black hair and a cheesy grin. He was wearing a striped, blue shirt with black basketball shorts. I wasn’t too big of a fan of dressing in baggy clothes, but he pulled it off well.

My sister, exhausted from me tagging along with her, yelled, “Hey, Darren! Would you do me a solid and play with my stupid little sister? She’s now a six-year-old.”

Darren did a quick look over at me and yelled, “Come play with the puppies!”

I hesitantly opened the gate and looked behind my shoulder to see that my sister had already left me. Figures, I thought as I approached Darren, who nodded for me to sit beside him.

His forehead scrunched up in concern. “Is your sister ditching you on your birthday?” 

I sighed and sat down. It wasn’t uncommon for my sister to ditch me for her friends or boys she was interested in. She refused to let me into her personal life the older she got. I was getting tired of it. I didn’t understand what was so wrong with me that she avoided me at all costs.  

The puppies leapt into my lap. One puppy with a black spot on the top of its head kept falling over, and the other pups would trample over it.

I turned toward him. “What is wrong with that one?”

Darren scooped up the pup in one hand. “This is the litter’s runt. She is the smallest and won’t fight the other dogs for food or attention. They are a border collie mix of some sort. We did not realize that our dog, Sassy, got pregnant before we moved here, hence these little guys. Sadly, Sassy didn’t make it through giving birth, though. At least that is what my dad said.”  Darren wiped a tear away from his face. 

Growing up without a parent sounded awful. I worried about the dog’s well-being. I also didn’t like seeing the boy so upset. 

I leaned forward to pet the tiny dog when Darren set it in my lap. The pup looked up at me with her vast, glossy eyes, and I fell in love. The dog slowly licked and tickled my hand with her soft, pink, wiggly tongue.

“No one wants the runt. You can take her for free if you want. My dad wants the puppies gone as soon as possible. Maybe you could bring her around here so I could visit her too,” Darren explained. 

What kind of person could give up such an adorable creature so easily? I stared at him in disbelief. 

“You know, I don’t see why people don’t like the runt. There is nothing wrong with being quiet and keeping to yourself,” he said.

I clenched the pup close to my chest. “What should I name this little gal, then?” I knew I could take the puppy because my momma and stepdad had talked about getting a dog for a long time, and once they saw her face, they wouldn’t be able to resist taking her in. I also related to the poor dog; she was the smallest and was easy to forget.

He laughed. “That’s up to you.”

I set the pup down, and her legs wobbled from side to side. “I don’t know. She looks like a deer who was just born and has no idea how to walk,” I said, giggling.

Darren looked at her. “I guess we have to call you Fawn then.”

His tennis shoes skipped into his compact house. He came out with a yellow collar and a rope. He connected the collar around her petite neck and tied the rope to the collar. He tugged on it to ensure it was secure and handed me the other end of the makeshift leash.  “Happy Birthday. Take care of Fawn for me, and swing by any time.” Darren beamed.

My face lit up with a smirk. “You know I will.”

****
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When I walked the puppy back to the cabin, she pulled the leash too tightly, got too close to my heels, and fell over. I ended up carrying her down the street in my arms. She wasn’t used to walking on a leash and would need to be thoroughly trained. I put the tiny pup under my shirt when I entered the living room. Her warm fur brushed against my stomach. My grandma, stepdad, and mother were lounging on the couch.

Their eyes darted to me when I said, “Hey. Breanna ditched me, so I came back. You know how we were talking about getting a dog sometime?”

“Seriously, she left you again?  I’m sorry. What about a dog?” James asked.

“Well...” I stalled.

“Get to the point, Penny.”

I figured my words would not be enough, so I pulled the tiny pup out from under my shirt. Her little tail wagged when she saw my family. She pawed at her face, causing all of them to say, “Awe!” in unison.

“I’m sorry about your sister. I don’t know what to do with that girl. But where did you get this dog? It doesn’t have any flees, does it?” Momma asked.

“I got it from the new preacher’s house. The boy there said it was the runt, and they had to get rid of it. Can we keep her?”

“Oh, I don’t know, Sweetie,” my momma said, touching Fawn’s fur.

“Please!” I begged.

“Those are the Lawrences, right? The ladies and I investigated them, and they seemed like a fine family—religious, proper, and good neighbors. I’ve heard they keep a clean house, so I wouldn’t be worried about fleas or pests. They mostly have girls, but their boys are quite handsome,” Grandma Hartley said.

“It is her birthday,” James said, shooting his eyebrows at Momma.

“Oh, all right,” Momma agreed.

I jumped up and down and rushed to the bedroom to try and teach my new puppy all there was to know. As we grew up together, I taught her to sit, roll over, walk on a leash, walk off a leash, heel, spin, and do whatever else I could get her to do for a treat. She made it so I wasn’t alone anymore. Fawn was mine and only mine. I was responsible for her, and she took care of me. She was more than a friend. She was my connection to the rest of the world. And most importantly, she led me to Darren.
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Old Friends with New Voices

Song: With A Little Help From My Friends—The Beatles

June 14th, 1975

Rocks flew in every direction as I strolled down the gravel road. My flip-flops made a clacking noise with each step I took. Whenever pebbles stuck between my foot and the sole, I would stop and shake them out. The sky was bright blue, and white fluffy clouds hung in the distance. It had been a year since I saw any of my friends. My stomach leapt as I got closer. I didn’t feel like a lot had changed. The only things that were different about me were that I grew four inches taller, my hair got longer, and I dressed myself with more style.

I saw the old play structure and the pavilion we liked to sit under. I scanned the park with my eyes for someone, and that’s when I saw him. Darren was standing on the basketball court shooting hoops. He wore a black band t-shirt and holey light flare blue jeans. His hair was slightly longer, causing strands to stick up in opposite ways. He was engrossed in dribbling the ball while humming some song. I was too far away to make out the title. Darren was my best male friend. We didn’t care about how one another looked, yet it was impossible not to notice how his shoulders were broader and that he was over a foot taller.

I approached him from behind by tapping his shoulder with my pointer finger. 

He snapped around and looked at me up and down like I was a stranger. 

Breaking the silence, I said, “Did you miss me or what?”

Darren picked me up and jumped, laughing, “Of course I did, Copper Penny. I didn’t recognize you.” His voice became deeper since the last time I saw him. He went from being a falsetto to a baritone, gruff and smooth at the same time.

I tried acting like I did not notice his new voice, so I browsed the court. I ran up to a bright orange portable 8-track player lying by the base of the basketball hoop. “Darren, is that the new portable 8-track player? I can’t believe you got this. We can listen to music all summer long!” I exclaimed. Portable 8-tracks were the newest way to listen to music on the go. I was jealous of his access to recently developed technology. If I wanted something new, I would have to wait months until it went on clearance, or when Momma would give in to my nagging.

He leaned against the basketball hoop pole. “Yeah, I saved up all my money from mowing lawns to buy it. It’s pretty sweet. Isn’t it?”

I nodded in agreement. The hot pavement scorched the bottom of my feet through my flip-flops. “We should go sit down,” I told Darren, trying not to make direct eye contact with his slim face. When I got off the concrete, I slipped off my sandals and sprinted to the gazebo through the lush green grass, taking great pleasure in feeling the feathery blades against my toes. 

Darren gathered up his stuff and met me at the picnic table.

When he sat down, I asked, “Where are Zach, Thomas, and Betsy?” Darren’s head fell into his hands. I pried his fingers away from his face and asked again, “Where are they, Darren?”

His pupils dilated as he pleaded, “Please don’t be upset. They all went to some camp in Walla. I tried to convince them not to, but their parents forced them to go. If you knew it would only be me this summer, you might not come.”

I shook my head in disbelief. “You should have told me. Seriously? Summer camp?”

“Yeah, I know. I hate disappointing you. I promise to make this summer fun. We will jam out, go swimming, and I will even go to the library with you. I really am sorry.”

I hit him on the shoulder. “Okay, we will make it work. I guess you’re not too awful to be around.”

He laughed, and we sat there until the sun started to go down. We chatted about the past year and how our first year of high school went; it was embarrassing and productive at the same time. Darren spent most of his freshman year in band while his friends got to play sports. It was interesting to see how Darren had grown up in just the span of nine months.  I wondered if I changed that much, too. I hoped he didn’t think I was too different. 

The sky turned from blue to bright yellows and pinks. Sunsets in Moose Creek remind me of multicolored dahlias. I loved growing flowers and planted them at my house in Butterfield under our kitchen window every spring with my momma. Gardening was a passion project I rarely discussed around my friends because it was one of my spring activities. There were many parts of my life that my friends in Moose Creek didn’t know about since they only saw me from June to early August. Like a tree, I was a separate person during the other seasons.

“I should get back to the cabin before my grandma rolls over and croaks. Plus, I should take Fawn out to go potty,” I teased Darren.

He giggled. “Look, I know she looks old, but she is not that old. You really should take Fawn out, though.”         

I gripped my flip-flops between my toes and held up the five-dollar bill I took out of my pocket. “James got me out of her stories by giving me this to get him something at the store. I better run and grab a candy bar before they close so I don’t come back empty-handed and our lie is revealed.”

We went around the corner to the Peach Pot. The Peach Pot was a narrow log cabin turned into a store. The store contained five short aisles, one wholly dedicated to Peach-themed gifts. 

Tammy stood behind the register, doodling on a notepad. Tammy and her husband, Paul, ran the store for the past fifteen years. They were dedicated workers aside from when business was slow. When there were little to no customers, they became burnt out and bitter. She glanced up at us as the doorbell dinged. “Welcome to the Peach Pot. Please let me know if there is any way I can assist you,” she said in a robotic tone.

Darren hung around me as I looked at the new peach merchandise. 

Tammy experimented with selling jackets, peach candy, sweets, and other small miscellaneous items. Whatever sold more, she would continue to make. The glass case in the aisle contained more delicate things like jewelry and keychains. There were beautiful peach charm bracelets and earrings in various metals. I liked the way they looked, but I wasn’t carrying enough money to buy anything extra. My grandma would have questioned James if I brought back a pair of earrings anyway.

I approached the counter. “Tammy, it is me. We got into town a couple of hours ago. Can I get a peach chocolate bar?”

She realized who she was talking to, blinking herself out of a trance. “Oh, sorry, Penny. How have you been? The town has been dead for weeks now. Do you want just the candy bar? We got some new peach taffy
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