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Chapter 1


“Ashes to ashes and dust to dust,” the Pastor proclaims on a sunny spring day at the graveside. 
Russell, dressed in a black suit, reaches over to his grandmother’s frail shaky hand. The metal chair he sits on is painful, or maybe the situation is unbearable. He adjusts his seating. Grandma squeezes his hand firmly as she takes a deep breath. He can feel her cold boney fingers over his hand; a tear streams down her cheek, and Russell’s eyes well up with tears. Grandma is wearing her black dress and a black veil. 
The wind is barely noticeable as the sparrows chirp in the distance. 
Russell watches as the Pastor gives his final words. He sees him talking, but the words fall mute as his mind slips back to a conversation he had with his grandfather. “Russ, my friend, you got to face those fellas head-on, or otherwise they get the better of you each time. You got to walk up to the biggest fella and punch him in the darn nose. Then don’t stop until someone pulls you from him.” They were always picking on me, and he always gave the best advice. Russell smirks briefly.
“Amen,” the Pastor says.
As the final word is uttered, the wind blows harder, and the willow limbs float with the breeze. Grandmother’s frail hand squeezes Russell’s hand tightly, and he is startled for a second at the closing word. Reality sets in as he takes a deep breath through his nose and shudders for a second. He looks at his grandmother, “Grandma, are you okay?” 
“Oh, I’m fine, Russ.” Grandma forces a smile.
Russell looks to his left. Cheyenne, his fiancé, is seated next to him. She is wearing a modern black dress that compliments her figure. Her long blonde hair shines off the black dress. Her tan skin radiates as she places her arm over his shoulder, then leans to his ear and whispers, “How are you holding up, Russell?” 
He nods and breathes out, “I’m hanging in there. He lived a good life.” Russell sobs for a second, and his chin quivers. “He is up there with Mom now.”
Cheyenne forces a smile. She runs her hand along the back of Russell’s neck, trying to comfort him. 
A cardinal abruptly flies under the canopy and lands on the corner of the casket. The bird lands on the American flag that is draped over the coffin. Everyone falls silent for a moment and stares at the cardinal in amazement. A second cardinal flies under the canopy and lands next to the first one.
The gathering gasps for a second. 
Grandma smiles, “That means my Amanda and Roy are up in heaven looking down on us here. They are letting us know it will be all right.” 
People are smiling and chuckling momentarily, and the mood lightens briefly. One cardinal looks over at Grandma with a long stare, almost as if the bird is frozen in time. The second cardinal looks over at Russell, staring at him. A chill runs down Russell’s spine. The hair on his arms stands up. Then suddenly, the wind shifts, disrupting the stare-down between the cardinals, Grandma, and Russell. The beautiful red birds fly away.
The Pastor watches the cardinals, then moves from the head of the casket and looks around. He lifts his arms. “Please pay your respects to the family.” He steps away from the end of the casket. His feet crunch the ground as he walks. He stops right in front of Grandma and bends down to her. He places his hands on her hands, “Mrs. Joy Collins, if you need anything, just let us know. I will stop by tomorrow to check in if that is okay with you?”
Grandma smiles gracefully, “Oh, Pastor Jones, that is fine. Now, don’t you be coming too early. I like my sleep now, you hear?” 
“Yes, Ma’am, I’ll come around three o’clock if that is okay?” 
Grandma nods, “That’ll do.” 
Pastor Jones makes his way to Russell. “He was a good man, your Grandfather.” 
“Yes, he was, Sir.” 
“How long will you be in town for?” 
“Oh, for about four days, I think,” Russell replies. “We have to get back to Central Texas.” 
“I understand,” Pastor Jones replies. 
He moves down to Cheyenne while a lady from the church hugs Grandma and says, “Joy, if you need anything, give me a ring or just come by.”
“Ima Gene, you can bring your butt down to my house too,” Grandma says as she lifts her chin. 
“You know what, Joy, I just might do that,”  
Grandma then nods, “Bring one of those famous pecan pies you make with you.” 
Ima Gene grins and hugs her. “I’ll be there in two days.” 
Russell smiles as Cheyenne nudges him. Cheyenne grins.
“Sounds good,” Grandma replies. 
Ima Gene steps to Russell and hugs him. “Your Grandpa was a good man. You tell your Grandma I’ll have her two pecan pies, not just one.” 
Russell smiles. “Will do, Ma’am.” 
A tall, stocky gentleman in blue overalls and a buttoned-up shirt underneath them walks up to Grandma. He removes a piece of straw from his mouth and, in a deep voice, says, “Joy, don’t you worry about the place. My boys will cut the hay fer you and bale it. You just need to sell it. You tell us where to put it, and we will put it there. Your cows.” He nods, “My boys will feed and water them. Don’t you worry about a thing. Roy was a good man and one of the few I call a friend.” The man starts to sniffle for a second. 
Grandma hugs him. 
“Thomas, I appreciate it,” Grandma says as she breaks from the hug. “You know Roy would have done the same fer you.” 
“I knows this, and that’s why I love him. He is just scoping out a good fishing place for me and him up in heaven,” Thomas replies. 
Grandma grins and nods her head, “He sure is. But something tells me he is already pulling them in, Thomas.” 
Thomas grins and steps over to Russell. He extends his massive hands, and Russell shakes them. Thomas’s hand engulfs Russell’s hand and squeezes it. He thinks, he has big paws like my Grandpa had.
“That’s a good handshake, son; Ole Roy sure was proud of you.”
“Thank you, Sir.” 
Thomas pats him on the back and walks over to Cheyenne. He looks over at Thomas and at Cheyenne for a second, then back to Thomas. “Well done.” Touching his forefinger to the thumb to give him the okay sign. Then he winks at Cheyenne.
Russell chuckles, and Cheyenne smirks as Thomas grins. 
“You be good to Russell here,” Thomas says. “He needs some stability in his life.” 
Cheyenne hugs Thomas. “Oh, I plan on it.” 
They break from the hug, and Thomas moves on. 
A lady about the same age as Grandma approaches hesitantly, unsure what to say or do. She is dressed in an old black dress with matching black gloves. Grandma notices the lady, and instantly her demeanor changes. She looks a bit sterner. She growls briefly and lifts her chin. “Betty Thorn, I guess I should expect you to be here. Vermin always show up at the most unexpected time.” 
Russell and Cheyenne take notice of Grandma’s tone.
The lady takes a deep breath and collects her thoughts. “Joy, yes, I am here, not on bad terms. I am only here to show respect,” Betty explains. “Roy was a good man, and I figure me and the boys should do the right thing.” 
Russell notices a sense of relief coming over Betty as she finished those words. She becomes less rigid.
“I suppose so,” Grandma says for a moment. Then looks at Betty sternly and changes her voice to almost a growl. “Now you did what you come here fer, goes ahead, get gone now before I lose my temper.” 
Betty’s relief fades, and her face melts as her chin lowers. She takes a deep breath. 
A big fellow standing behind Betty grabs her by her shoulders. “Mom, this isn’t the place.” He looks over at Russell, “I do apologize.” He then moves her out of the line, and three men, each dressed in a black suit, follow them away from the plot at the cemetery. 
Cheyenne leans to Russell, “What is that about?” 
“I don’t know,” Russell replies as he looks at Grandma.  
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Chapter 2


Russell drives Grandma and Cheyenne home to Grandma’s house. They pull away from the family cemetery onto an old blacktop road. Grandma pulls out a handkerchief and sniffles for a few seconds. Cheyenne reaches up and touches Grandma’s shoulder.  
“Grandma, do you need anything?” 
“No dear, I will be fine,” Grandma replies. “I be a lot better, though, if we were having Betty Thorn’s funeral and not your grandpa’s.” 
Russell looks back at Cheyenne for a moment in a bit of shock. He shrugs his face. 
“Grandma, who is Betty Thorn?”
“Oh, that little trollop has been a pain in my butt fer most of my life. She’s not worth my words.” 
Russell turns down the dirt driveway. It leads to the single-story white house with green shudders and a black roof. He looks back through the rearview mirror at Cheyenne with a bewildered look. 
Grandma sniffles a couple of times, “You know I sure am goings to miss that ole Roy Collins. I loved that man with all my heart.” She looks out the window and sniffles a couple more times. “But ole Roy Thomas Collins, you may have my heart, but you ain’t gonna have me bawling like some little baby.” 
Cheyenne smiles and looks down for a second. Russell pulls up to the house and puts the car in park. They get out of the vehicle to help Grandma. Cheyenne walks up to Grandma, “Let me help you.” 
“Yea, Grandma, let us help you.” Russell says.
“Oh my gosh,” Grandma exclaims. “Your Grandpa passed away. That doesn’t make me a dog-gone invalid.”
Cheyenne chuckles. “That’s right, Grandma, you are still spry.” 
“See there, Russ. Your woman knows what she’s talking about.” 
“Oh, Grandma, that is why I love her.”
“You better,” Grandma replies as she walks to the front door. Russell looks at Cheyenne as they follow. Cheyenne gloats.
Grandma opens the door, takes a deep breath, and enters the house. Russell catches the door and holds it open as Cheyenne follows. They move through the living room and step into the open kitchen. She places her purse on the counter. Then turns to Cheyenne and says, “Dear.” She points to the top of a cabinet. “Up there are some spirits if you could get them downs for me.”
Cheyenne walks over to the cabinet and opens it. Her eyes grow with surprise. “Well, some bourbon, scotch, and brandy are up here. Which one do you want?” 
Grandma swallows for a second, “I say we need dem all. Now I be back in a few. Ima gonna go change.” She walks down the hall to her bedroom. 
Russell walks over to Cheyenne and helps her pull down the alcohol bottles. Cheyenne leans over to Russell. “Russ, you doing okay?” 
“I am. Grandpa was old. He was in his mid-90s.”
Cheyenne nods and then leans close to him, placing a hand on his chest, “It is okay to let it out, Russ. I am here for you.” 
“I know.” 
She then leans to his ear. “So what is this about with this lady named Betty Thorn?” 
Russell turns to Cheyenne with a surprised look. “I have no idea. But something happened, that is for sure. It is weird.” Russell smiles and puts on his high-pitched Grandma’s voice. “Something happened, that’s fer sure.” 
Cheyenne chuckles. “Yep, Grandma has her own dialect at times.”
Russell grins as he pulls down three whiskey tumblers. He looks at Cheyenne and back at the glasses to ask if she wants to partake.
She nods. 
Russell places them on the table, “We may be in for more than we ever bargained for tonight.” 
Cheyenne grins, and then a severe look comes over her face. “Do you think we need to stay here with Grandma tonight or go back to the hotel?” 
“Right now, she will tell us to go to the hotel, but after a few drinks, we may be staying here.”  
“She’s your Grandma, and it just may be comforting for her for us to be in the house tonight.” 
“I know. We will see.”  
Grandma walks out of the bedroom wearing grey sweatpants, a light blue sweater, and brown slippers. She looks tired with her short grey hair. “You know it mays be spring, but it stills gets cold fer us old ladies.” 
“Oh, I like that sweater, Grandma,” Cheyenne replies. 
“Did you get us some spirits down?” 
“We sure did. You just tell us what you want.” 
Russ nods in agreement as Grandma grabs the brandy pouring herself a glass. She points to the brandy for Cheyenne and Russell. Cheyenne shakes her head no and points to the bourbon. Grandma smiles and pours Cheyenne and Russell a glass of bourbon. 
“Let’s sit at the kitchen table.” 
Cheyenne grabs the bottles and sets them in the center of the table. Russell takes the partially filled glasses and sets them down. Grandma sits at the head of the table with her back to the living room, facing the refrigerator. Russell, to her right, removes his suit jacket, and Cheyenne sits to her left. Behind Russell is a kitchen island, and behind Cheyenne is a wall and a door that opens to a bedroom.
Grandma sits down and points to the refrigerator. “There’s some snacks in the icebox.” 
Cheyenne gets up and walks over to the refrigerator. There is a meat and cheese tray inside. She picks them up and shows Grandma. Grandma nods with approval. Cheyenne gathers some napkins, finds some Ritz crackers, and then sets them all on the table. 
Grandma takes a sip of the brandy and savors the taste for a moment. She then looks at Russell. “You know, I haven’t had this in some time.” She smiles, looking over at Cheyenne with a mischievous grin, then back to Russell. “Russ, I think it’s time to learn about yer family.” 
Russell takes a sip of the bourbon and nods in agreement. He thinks for a moment, learn about my family? What is it that I don’t already know? Cheyenne smiles as she looks on patiently.  
“Russ, we raised you since you was about ten, I guess,” Grandma says. “We never really talked much abouts your Mom, Dad, Grandpa, or me much.”
Grandma grabs Russell’s and Cheyenne’s hands. “Every family has their secrets, and Russell, our family surely has ours. Now I don’t want you two judging me, but if I don’t tell you, your ancestor’s past dies when I die.” 
“Oh, Grandma, there is no way we would judge you,” Cheyenne says. 
“To start off, I had a nickname since I was a young one. They called me Briar,” Grandma explains. 
“Briar?” Russell asks. 
Grandma sips on the brandy and nods. “Yes, they said I was a pain in the butt like a briar bush. Once I got the nickname from my dad, everyone picked up on it.” 
Russell chuckles as he fills Cheyenne’s glass with some bourbon. 
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Chapter 3


“Briar, you missed,” Joe yells as he crawls behind a tree, seeking protection as he searches for a rock. He runs his hand through the fallen pine straw and locates a stone about the right size. 
Briar pulls her arm back, waiting for the right moment. She knows exactly where Joe is in the woods. She grins as she sees a slight movement. She launches the rock with speed and accuracy. 
Joe looks to the side of the tree, exposing his face. A rock flies through the air like a missile. As Joe sees the rock heading his way, everything turns to slow motion. The stone strikes him in the forehead, knocking him back to the ground. 
He screams while grabbing his head as he squirms on the ground in pain. 
Briar pumps her arm in excitement, then stoically walks over to him. She looks down with a callous look and spits on the ground beside him. “Joe, you may be older than me, but you can’t throw better than me.” 
Joe stops squirming and grunts in pain and disgust. He grabs Briar by the ankle and yanks her leg out from underneath her. She falls to the ground, and Joe gets on top of her to pin her to the ground. Briar knees him in the stomach and rolls over on top of Joe. “You sissy!”
Anger brews within Joe, and he rolls her over again as they push up against the pine tree. “Just because you’re my sister doesn’t mean I won’t hit you.” 
In defiance, Briar yells, “You’re not supposed to hit a lady,” as Joe pushes her head against the tree. 
“I don’t see a lady,” Joe chuckles. “I see a Briar bush is all.” 
Briar turns red and turns her head, so Joe’s arm is in front of her mouth. She takes a bite of his arm, and Joe quickly retreats. 
He raises his hand to hit her. “Briar, you little…”  
Briar stands up and pushes Joe. “You little what? Go ahead, say it. SAY IT!” 
Joe smiles and chuckles. “No, I won’t say it.” 
Briar dusts herself off and says, “Yeah, you know what I would do if you did.” 
Joe rolls his eyes. “I know, I know.” He puts his arm around Briar, and they start walking down the trail. 
“Where is Aaron at?” Briar asks. 
“I think he is up ahead by the creek,” Joe replies. “We need to find him and then get home. I got a lot of chores to do before Maw gets mad.” 
“Oh, you are no fun, Joe,” Briar replies as they continue to walk along the trail within the pine thicket. “You just want to hurry up and get done so you can hang out with Hank and try to chase your Dame, Doris.”
The water trickles along the rocks in the creek as they approach. Birds are chirping in the distance. The trail opens along the creek bank. The creek is only about 10 feet wide. 
Briar steps to the creek’s edge and takes off her hand-me-down shoes. She rolls her pants up above her knees to about mid-thigh high. Looking down, she notices a small school of minnows swimming with a few brim. Briar smirks as she steps into the creek with her shoes in her hand. Mud mixed with creek rock oozes between her toes with each step into the water. Her action dilutes the clarity of the water. Briar closes her eyes to savor the moment. Her smirk slowly turns into a big grin, and then she giggles for a moment. 
Almost as if Mother Nature acknowledges Briar’s appreciation for the creek, the wind whirls for a brief second. The leaves rustle in the distance. The water is soothing to the body, chilling her skin where it makes contact. She takes a few more steps and tosses her shoes to the other bank along the creek, where the trail resumes. 
Joe follows suit. He steps out of his shoes and rolls his pants up just barely above his knees. He steps into the creek, letting the mud ooze between his toes, holding his shoes in his hand. He stands there momentarily to watch the fish swim in and out of his legs, then walks over to an area of the creek with creek pebbles. He then looks around for Aaron. After a few seconds, he tosses his shoes close to Briar’s. 
The creek bends and winds throughout the woods.
Briar, in a stealth-like fashion, squats down in the creek. She reaches into the water and pulls out a crawdad. 
“Look, Joe,” Briar exclaims. “It’s a blood pincher. Too bad we don’t have a bucket.” 
Joe nods, “Dang old mudbug. You know, Briar, they taste great, but they are just too much work to get any good eating from them.”
“I bet this one will draw blood,” Briar replies. “Look at its big ole claw.” 
Briar holding it behind its claws, walks towards Joe. Joe steps to Briar and looks at it. 
“No, it won’t,” Joe says. 
“Wanna try? I bet I can keep it on me longer than you.” 
A frustrated look comes over Joe’s face. 
“Are you a sissy?” Briar asks.
“Fine, I will do it,” Joe says as he moves his hand toward the crawdad. Just as he gets close to its pincher, the crawdad latches on to his finger, squeezing tightly to defend itself. 
“OUCH!” Joe screams as he pulls his hand back, pulling his finger from the pincher’s grasp and shaking his hand as if that would relieve the pain.
Briar starts chuckling. “I don’t see any blood, but you didn’t last long. You’re not a hard-boil.” 
Joe shrivels his nose as he takes a deep breath. “Okay, Briar, it’s your turn.” 
Briar lifts her chin proudly and moves her left hand in front of the crawdad she is holding. The crawdad latches onto her finger. She gasps for a moment, holding her breath. Her face grimaces, and her lips press together tightly as the crawdad administers vengeance on her finger. Her face remains with a sour look on it; finally, she pulls away from its grip. She then lowers the crawdad down to the water and releases it. The crawdad scurries off backward through the water to the bottom of the creek. She looks up at Joe with a bit of pride.
“Hmm, I believe I lasted longer than you did, Joe, and I was not a sissy about it. I am no Piker,” Briar says, gloating. 
Joe shakes his head at Briar. “That hurt, darn it.” 
“I guess it wasn’t a blood pincher, you ain’t bleeding, and I ain’t either.” 
The siblings hear a sloshing sound behind them. Aaron slowly walks up. The rubber band and the pad from his slingshot hang out of his front pocket. His pants are rolled up above his knees. He is carrying a frog in one hand and has a stick in the other. 
“Briar, I saw a snake back there, a piece,” Aaron exclaims. 
Eagerly Briar replies, “Back there, you say? Do you think it is still there?” Briar starts moving to where Aaron came from. 
“No, it moved down the creek by now,” Aaron replied. 
“Darn,” Briar says as she stops in the water that is up to her knees. 
Aaron looks around for a second and then looks at Joe. Aaron starts laughing hysterically. 
Joe and Briar look at each other, confused for a moment. 
Aaron grabs his chest and points to Joe’s knot on his forehead. “She got you in the head.” 
Briar looks at Joe and laughs. “Yeah, Doris won’t find him too purty now.” Then Briar changes her demeanor. “Or maybe she will feel sorry for you, Joe.” She motions her arms like she has someone in her arms. “Oh, my poor Joe.” Briar changes her voice to a romantic woman’s voice. “Let me kiss your boo boo.” 
Aaron laughs hysterically. 
Joe picks up a rock from the creek and throws it at Aaron. 
Aaron jumps to the side to avoid being hit. He reaches down to grab a rock and drops the frog. Aaron pulls out his slingshot. As he does, Joe steps towards him. Briar trips Joe and grabs his head as he falls. She pushes his head under the water with all her might, holding him under. She releases him and runs out of the creek. As she gets to the bank, she grabs Joe’s shoes, tosses them in the woods, and scoops them up, trying to put them on as she hops along the trail. 
“Briar Joy Rogers! I swear, so help me God!” Joe yells as he stands up, soaked with water. 
“Don’t you cuss God’s name, Joe. I will tell Maw,” Briar yells as she jogs softly down the trail. 
Joe slaps his hands in the water. Aaron is chuckling as he walks out of the water and starts up the trail. 
[image: image-placeholder]“Grandma,” Cheyenne interrupts. “So, Joe and Aaron were your brothers? 
Grandma reaches for a Ritz cracker. “Oh yes, Joe was three years older than me, and Aaron was four years younger. Aaron was the baby, and we always had to protect him. Joe looked out for us always. Both were good brothers. Around this time, I was probably around ten or eleven. I have not yet started developing as a woman, but Joe had started finding girls interesting.” 
Russell nods in understanding. “So, Grandma, you were a tough little Tom Boy back in the day?”
Grandma grins and wraps her hands around the glass. “I guess you could say that. I could hold my own, that is for sure. But back then, we were just raised rougher. Boy or girl, you had to be tough enough to deal with what the world had to give you.” 
Cheyenne smiles, “Wow, Grandma, I am impressed. You didn’t take any crap.” 
Grandma lifts the glass to her mouth and takes a sip. “Oh dear, it is just the beginning, honestly.”




4
[image: image-placeholder]
Chapter 4


Briar and Aaron walk down the driveway to the house. Joe is still in the woods, making his way home.  
“Aaron, I am going to check the cows to make sure there is enough hay out there,” Briar says. “If you can, go feed the chickens while I do that. If the cows need hay, I will go get Molly and hitch the trailer to her.” 
“Okay, Briar, I will be over right after the chickens.”
Joe approaches the driveway from a pasture. He notices Briar heading out to their pasture, walking towards the cattle troughs. He nods and looks at the chicken coop, watching Aaron spread chicken feed throughout the pen. The chickens are rustling around as Aaron walks through, feeding them. 
Along the dirt road, the Perkins boys walk toward Joe. Joe looks over and smiles. 
“Joe, what are you up to?” A boy shouts, walking towards the driveway. 
“Oh, nothing, Pepper, just getting the chores done is all,” Joe replies. “What are you guys up to?”
“Not much, Joe, just trying to find some trouble to get into, is all,” Pepper replies as he approaches Joe. 
Pepper pulls out some Luckys and offers Joe one. Joe takes a cigarette and pulls out a matchbox. 
“Thanks, Pepper,” Joe says as he lights his cigarette. He takes a puff off the cigarette. Holding the cigarette between his forefinger and ring finger. He looks at Pepper, “We got some chores to finish, but what do you have in mind after that?” 
Pepper smiles and looks over at his two brothers, Slim and Archie. Slim is tall a lanky, whereas Archie is a bit stocky looking. All three have brown hair.
“Maybe just a little trouble and not big trouble,” Pepper says with a grin. “We figure to head over to ole Mrs. Corbett’s house about a mile down the road, and you know, she bakes those pies every day. She bakes them for her husband, the Corbett brothers, and Betty. She has them sitting on the windowsill. So, we figure to go on down there and sneak us up to that windowsill and snag us some of them pies and get out of there. We all have free pie.”
Joe thinks for a moment. 
Pepper grabs his arm, “You know Joe, she has cobbler there too. I know you like a good blackberry cobbler.” 
Joe looks at Pepper and smiles, “I think we all could use some nice dessert in the mid-afternoon. We could use either Aaron or Briar as a diversion for Mrs. Corbett so we could get them with no problem.” 
“I like the way you think, Joe,” Slim says. 
“We got chores to do first, though,” Joe replies. 
“Okay, we can help,” Pepper says. “Slim, go help Briar, and Archie, go help Aaron.”
Slim and Archie nod and head off. 
Pepper takes the cigarette from Joe, holding it between his thumb and forefinger, and takes a puff. “Joe, you know Slim is stuck on ole Briar there.” 
Joe looks at Pepper. “Are you leveling with me? She is just a kid.”
“So is Slim, but he likes her a lot, you notice he didn’t say anything when I said for him to help Briar.” 
Joe chuckles, “He sure didn’t. If she doesn’t like him, he better not be pushy.” 
Pepper grins, “I think you and I both know that Briar can take care of herself, especially if it came to Slim. I would be afraid Briar would hurt Slim. Briar is a bearcat. She would sock him in the kisser or the nose if he tried to kiss her, and she didn’t want it.” 
Joe nods his head. “That is true.” 
Pepper finishes the cigarette and flicks it, “Oh, I got to tell you this also. I heard that after the Corbetts go to work, the milkman comes over to Mrs. Corbett’s house and doesn’t leave for some time either.” 
Joe is excited. “Murder! Tell me you’re lying.” 
Pepper shakes his head. “No, and that is not the best part.” 
Joe tilts his head in a questioning way. 
“They also say she walks around the house nude until the milkman comes by. After he leaves, she puts on some clothes.” 
Joe’s chin drops as he tries to visualize this. 
“You know Joe, and if someone was to make sure the milkman doesn’t show up in the morning, we could peep in for a while, or even Hank had the idea that one of us knock on the door,” Pepper says. 
“I don’t know, Pepper, that sure is whacky, and maybe that is a bit all wet for me,” Joe replies. 
Pepper smiles. “I know Doris is your Sheba, so I understand.”
[image: image-placeholder]“Hey, Briar,” Slim says. “Do you need some help?” 
Briar hooks up a harness to Molly. As she tightens the strap she says, “Oh Slim, you think because I am a girl, I can’t do it?” 
“No, no, I am not saying that. I am just saying I can help you, and you could get done faster.” 
Briar stops for a second. “Why do I need to get it done faster?” 
Slim steps toward Briar. He stands about an inch taller than her. “We are going to go to Mrs. Corbett’s after you finish your chores and get some freshly baked pies.” 
Briar looks at Slim. “What do you mean? Is she giving us pies?” 
Slim looks around to ensure no one else is there and steps closer to Briar. “No, we are sneaking up there and going to sneak off with the pies.” 
Briar giggles with excitement. She reaches to Slim’s overalls and pulls his strap back, and lets it go to snap back, then bites her lower lip. “Slim, this could be fun.” 
Slim lifts his chin. “So Briar, if I let you get the first pie, will you give me a kiss?”
“Ewww,” Briar says disgustedly. “Why would I want to kiss me a boy?” 
Slim looks down, disappointed. “So, who do you want to kiss?”
“No one,” Briar replies. “Why would I want to kiss someone?”
“Well, I wanted to kiss you,” Slim says sheepishly. 
“I want to play ball, throw rocks, fight other people, swim in the creek or pool. I don’t want to kiss no one,” Briar replies as she looks at Slim, who seems discouraged. She looks around for a second to ensure no one is looking and then puts her hand under his chin to lift it up just a little. Slim is nervous, and Briar gives him a peck on the lips. Slim’s eyes grow with shock. Then she steps back. 
“I don’t know what the fuss is,” Briar says nonchalantly. Then she grabs Slim’s overall strap and pulls him tightly. “If you tell anyone,” She says lifting her fist. “I will sock you in the nose until it bleeds.” 
Slim smiles. “I will tell no one, Briar. It is our secret. I will always protect you.” 
Briar frowns and shrugs. “I don’t need protecting.”
Slim looks down, disappointed.
Briar notices his frustration, then nods to herself and lets go of his strap. “So, what are we waiting for let’s go get the pies.” 
“Oh, we have to finish the chores,” Slim says. 
“Okay, throw those two bales of hay on the cart, and let’s get going.”
[image: image-placeholder]The Perkins and Rogers kids start down the dirt road. Pepper and Joe are in the lead, talking about a plan. Aaron and Archie are together in the middle finding good rocks. Aaron shows Archie his slingshot that Paw made for him. Slim is walking next to Briar. Slim has a grin on his face from ear to ear. Briar looks at him and quietly asks, “You still smiling from that kiss?” 
Slim nods his head. 
Briar thinks, Wow, if he smiles that much from a peck? Then boys are easily entertained. 
As they approach, the woods filled with pines close to the Corbett’s house. The aroma in the air changes.
The smell of freshly baked pies fills the air. Briar stops and closes her eyes momentarily as she can smell baked pecan pie. She opens her eyes with a grin and follows the rest through the woods.
They all sneak down to the woods outside the Corbett’s house. Pepper looks over at Joe. “You can smell them all the way over here.” 
“Where are they at?” Joe asks. 
“Their kitchen is on the other side of the house,” Pepper explains. 
Briar looks at the house and thinks, Oh my gosh, this is a nice house. Our house is just a bunch of wood nailed together with no new paint. It is old, faded, and falling apart. Their house is painted white with green shudders, and the roof looks new. What does their Paw do to make money? 
Slim looks over at Briar and smiles. 
“You better save me some pie, Slim.”  
“Oh, I won’t eat any of it until you get back here,” Slim replies smiling. 
They all huddle around Pepper as he gives the instructions like an orchestra director. “Okay, Briar, you knock on the door and distract her. While you do that, we will steal the pies. Once we get them, we will head back here and into the woods to that clearing about thirty more yards in. Are you ready?” 
Briar nods. “Yeah, I know what to do. Y’all go get in position.” 
Pepper nods his head and waves for the others to follow. Pepper, Joe, Aaron, Slim, and Archie slowly circle around the house in the wood line. Making their way through thick underbrush and finally approaching the woods right in front of the back windowsill. Quietly they stay in the tree thicket, waiting with anticipation to hear Briar knock on the door. 
Briar takes a deep breath and steps out of the cluster of trees to the path leading up to the house. The aroma from the baked pies saturates the air and captivates her senses. The hint of cinnamon, sweet pecans, and caramelized sugar is almost irresistible. She smiles as the fragrance is intoxicating. She steps up on the porch, which wraps around the front of the house to the sides. It creaks from her step. Cautiously she walks up to the door, trying to avoid being too loud. The floor creaks as she approaches the front door, she stops. Briar pauses for a moment, takes a deep breath, then knocks three times loudly on the front door. 
“Come on in,” a lady replies in a loud voice. 
[image: image-placeholder]Pepper waves for the others to follow as he hears the knock on the door. They move swiftly to position themselves underneath the kitchen windowsill.
   ***
Briar reaches down for the doorknob, turns it, opens the front door, and walks in. She walks into an open area with a living room and kitchen. She can see the kitchen window with five pies on the windowsill. 
“Mrs. Corbett,” Briar yells. 
Mrs. Corbett walks into the living room from a bedroom to Briar’s right. 
Briar’s jaw drops, and she is in shock. “Mrs… Mrs. Corbett, you, you, you ain’t got no clothes on.” 
[image: image-placeholder]Pepper and Joe look at each other for a second. Their eyes grow with excitement, and they smirk as they peep their heads up above the windowsill to see inside the house. They both notice Mrs. Corbett is entirely naked. Pepper’s mouth drops, and Joe starts to giggle. He places his hand over his mouth to suppress his enthusiasm. Slim raises his head over the windowsill, and his eyes grow in shock mixed with fascination. 
[image: image-placeholder]Briar notices Pepper, Joe, and Slim looking in the window. She takes a deep breath as she is confused. Then she squints at Slim. 
He notices Briar’s evil eye and quickly drops down. 
“No, I was just setting my clothes out,” Mrs. Corbett replies, slurring her speech.
Briar looks back at Mrs. Corbett, completely nude. “Don’t chu wear any clothes?” 
Briar notices Pepper trying to pull a pie down. He shakes his hands from the heat of the pie and pushes it back. 
He removes his shirt and directs the others to do the same. Then he grabs the pie with the shirt in his hand and passes it down.
“Oh, I just like to relax until mid-afternoon, is all,” Mrs. Corbett replies. “You ain’t ever seen a grown woman naked?” 
Briar thinks. “Just my Maw and I saw my aunt naked when we went skinny dipping at her house.”
Mrs. Corbett nods her head. “So, what did you come over for? Briar, is it?” 
“Yes, Ma’am, it’s Briar, uh hm,” Briar says as she tries to think nervously.
Mrs. Corbett opens a drawer from the chest of drawers. She pulls out a flask and unscrews it. She is quickly taking a drink. 
Joe pulls down the last pie. 
“Well, young lady, does the cat got your tongue? Maybe you are too intimidated by me being naked?” Mrs. Corbett asks. 
Slim, Joe, and Pepper all peep in one more time. Each is wide-eyed and with smirks on their face as they are trying not to giggle. 
Mrs. Corbett steps towards Briar. Briar takes a step back, almost stumbling. 
“So young lady, let’s put the Kibosh on these happenings today, capisce,” Mrs. Corbett says, slurring her words.
Briar nods her head up and down. 
“Stop by another time when you remember what you came for.”  
Briar replies, “Yes, yes, yes, Ma’am, I best be going home now.” 
Mrs. Corbett nods her head, and Briar turns and opens the door. She steps out and runs into the woods. After she gets about ten feet into the woods, she takes a second to catch her breath because her heart is racing. What did I see? She had a kitchen, not just a fireplace or an old wood-burning stove but a real kitchen. There was also one of those fancy sinks. The house was beautiful. She was naked. Why was she naked? I have seen naked women before, but all of them are part of the family. Why was she naked in the middle of the day?
“BRIAR!” Mrs. Corbett yells. “Oh, you little devil you.” 
Briar jumps and smiles as she realizes Mrs. Corbett just noticed the pies missing. She then proudly trots down to the meeting point. Briar can smell the pies as she approaches. She sees the boys all gathered around, sitting on an old tree that had fallen over. They are laughing and gorging themselves on the pies, except for Slim. He has a pie waiting for her to get the first bite. She smiles and walks over to sit next to Slim. He has a pecan pie. Her face lights up with enthusiasm. 
“Did you see her chassis, Joe,” Pepper asks.
Joe nods his head as his mouth is full of pie. 
“Here you go, Briar,” Slim says. “I told you I would wait. It’s pecan pie.” 
Briar’s eyes grow with excitement, and she looks around for a second, then dips her hand in the pie, pulls out a handful, and takes a bite. The sweet taste of the pecans and the hint of molasses from the filling tantalize her taste buds as she rolls her eyes in a euphoric fashion. She slowly opens her eyes and looks at Slim, holding her hand up for him to take a bite. He smiles and eats out of her hand. Slim grins as he enjoys the bite.
Slim then dips his hand in and scoops up a handful of pecan pie. 
Briar looks over at the rest of the guys. Aaron has chocolate on his cheeks. Archie has a white cream even on his nose. Pepper has cherry all around his kisser, and Joe has a Blackberry stain surrounding his mouth. She giggles for a second. 
She scoops some more and gorges the pecan pie. Slim is enjoying it as well. 
“I saw you looking at Mrs. Corbett all naked,” Briar says to Slim. 
Slim stops eating and looks down bashfully. Briar thinks for a moment. 
“Do you think she’s pretty looking like that?” Briar asks.
“No, I just ain’t seen a woman like that before,” Slim says. 
“Not even your Maw?” 
Slim shakes his head. Briar looks around for a second, then takes the pie from Slim. She scoops herself a handful and then hands it back to Slim. 
Pepper looks over at Joe, smiling, “I told you she wanders the house in the buff.” 
“I couldn’t believe it,” Joe replies. 
“I saw her too,” Slim eagerly jumps in, then bashfully regrets it as he looks at Briar. He hands the pie back to her.
“Are you guys ooh’ing and aww’ing over Mrs. Corbett being naked?” Briar asks. 
Pepper nods his head smirking. Slim and Joe look at Briar. 
“Just a dang naked woman is all. Y’all seen me naked when we go skinny dipping.” 
Pepper chuckles, “Briar, but you don’t look like Mrs. Corbett when we go skinny dipping. You ain’t no kitten. I mean, we all like you and such, but not in that way, well, maybe Slim does. You’re one of the guys. Briar, you’re tougher than most of us guys. I mean, you ain’t got any bubs, or fur, and Mrs. Corbett has all of that.” 
Briar takes a deep breath in frustration. She shakes her head and takes another bite of the pie, then hands the rest of the pie to Slim. “Why is someone running around their house naked all day anyway?”
Pepper and Joe look at each other and chuckle. Slim snickers. 
“Why are y’all laughing? So, tell me,” Briar says. 
Joe nods at Pepper. 
“So, Briar, I will level with you. The
[image: image-placeholder]
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