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Before The Madness

 


Spring 1998

 


 


Patsy sat quietly in the booth waiting on the
apple pie she had just ordered. She loved apple pie more than
anything. Well, actually, she loved apple pie with a scoop of
vanilla ice cream, but right now all she could afford was the pie
without it. She scribbled on the napkin in front of her, drawing
little hearts and circles all over it, trying to look busy, but in
reality she was getting pretty damned annoyed that Pete was taking
so long. He really needed to hire some other wait staff. The ones
he presently had probably been here during the funky 70s; at least
their clothes stated that they might.

She sat back and watched the folks move
around. She could definitely do a better job waiting on people, she
thought, but working at the only diner in this God-forsaken town
was not her next goal. With high school behind her, she was
determined to head to Los Angeles, and never return. In the midst
of her thoughts Gloria, the only waitress on duty, slid the plate
in front of her.

“Hey sweetie, here’s your apple pie with a
scoop of ice cream.”

“Oh, wait… I just ordered it plain this time.
My cash is a little short today.”

“No problem,” she smiled and winked, “The
Reid boy paid for it already.”

Patsy frowned, “Who?”

“Hank Reid,” Gloria said, and when Patsy
didn’t act like she knew who the hell she was referring to, she
sighed and shook her head. “You know, that quiet redhead young man
who got in the fight with that last boyfriend of yours.”

It took Patsy about a half a second to
remember him. How could she forget Hank Reid? Her jerk of a
boyfriend, Victor Galvin picked a fight with her a few weeks prior,
right in the middle of the diner. It was Senior Pizza Night and all
the class was there. Vic had accused Patsy of kissing his twin
sister (which she did but that’s an entirely different story), and
acted like a total ass in front of everyone! Patsy was so
embarrassed.

Even Vic’s sister tried to calm him down by
lying about what happened. Patsy told him that it was just for fun.
She didn’t like girls. She was dared to do it…anyways, Vic decided
to slap her in the face. Patsy hadn’t really noticed Hank before
that happened, because he wasn’t really her type. He was quiet and
peace-loving. She liked tall, dark, and handsome boys and Hank was
short, white as a ghost, and not so good looking.

Patsy was still seeing the stars from Vic’s
blow, when she heard Hank’s voice yelling at Vic. Vic, in turn,
lunged at him and a fight pursued right there in the diner! Hank
beat the crap out of Vic in like two minutes. Vic was laying there
crying like a pathetic little baby. Everything happened so fast,
but Patsy could never forget Hank’s words as he stood over Vic with
tightly clenched fists. He said, “What kind of man hits a woman?
You are no man,” he said through clenched teeth, “if you ever touch
her again, I’ll come after you and make you pay.”

No one had ever stood up for her like that.
Not even her mother when her mother’s boyfriends would slap her
around. Hank called her a “woman.” She was just shy of eighteen and
yet he considered her a woman. And she remembered the look that
Hank gave her as he looked up at her, their eyes meeting in a
meaningful moment in time. She saw admiration from him. Not the
horny lust that she was accustomed to seeing in Vic’s eyes. She saw
respect.

Yes, how could she forget Hank Reid?

“Yoo-hoo, Earth to Patsy!” Gloria said as she
waved her hand in front of her.

“Oh, yeah, I’m sorry. My mind kind of
wondered. Yes, I remember him. He bought this for me?”

“Yep. Seems like he’s quite taken by you. He
has been for a long time.”

“How do you know that?” She felt the heat of
a blush rise in her cheeks.

“A little birdie told me.” She laughed and
made a zipping motion across her lips. That was okay, because Patsy
already knew who had told her. Hank’s mother, Eunice, and Gloria
were the best of friends.

“That’s new news to me. Why would he like
me?”

“Well, let’s see…” Gloria took a strand of
Patsy’s hair and placed it behind her ear. “You are a beautiful
young woman, you are smart, you are industrious, you are genuine,
and you know how to treat people. Hank comes from a long line of
good men. You should give him a chance.”

“I don’t know about that. He’s so…short.”

Gloria laughed out loud, “Is that your only
complaint? He’s short?”

She nodded and hunched her shoulders. “He’s
got red hair.”

“So do you.”

“Two red heads do not make good couples.”

“Says who?”

“Me!” She said as she began diving into her
hot apple pie, effectively ending the conversation.

“That is nonsense, sweetness.” Gloria sat
down across from Patsy and watched her as she devoured her dessert.
“You deserve to be treated like a queen. Hank will treat you like
that; you know that, don’t you?”

“I deserve to eat my pie in peace,” she said
trying to be rude, but it came out awfully nice. Patsy cringed at
her inability to be rude to anyone.

“Yes, you do, but you also deserve to have
something better than what you’ve always known,” Gloria said.

And Gloria was right. She did deserve better
than scraping by on food stamps and welfare. She did deserve better
than buying her clothes from a second-hand thrift store. She did
deserve better than meals comprised of more than just grits and
Spam. Gloria was right. She did deserve better!

“And you think Hank Reid can give me
better?”

“Yes, I do. Without a doubt I believe he
can.”

“Why him?”

“I may be biased because he is my best
friend’s son, but in case you haven’t noticed, he has a great head
on his shoulders and he’s industrious, and he is set to inherit the
family ranch when his parents pass.”

“Yeah,” she said blankly. Farm-life just
wasn’t what she had in mind of her life after high school. She
wanted to go to L.A. and live the life for a while. She didn’t want
to have to worry about bills or where her next meal was to come
from. She definitely didn’t want to be tied down to any man or any
child… She wanted to be free.

“And I know what you’re thinking, Pats.”

“Oh yeah, what?”

“You’re thinking, ‘I don’t want to live on a
farm, not even in this town!’”

“Bingo,” she said as she licked her spoon and
placed it on the plate.

“Just let him take you out on a date, and you
decide. Just don’t leave outta here until you’ve given that boy a
chance. He’s been in love with you since the sixth grade,
darling.”

“Wow, that’s a long time.”

“And see,” she pointed over to the corner
booth where Hank was sitting. “He comes in here every day and waits
for you to come in.”

“Well…that’s weird.”

“Actually it’s sweet. Because he’s just
waiting and making sure that your loser boyfriends don’t come in
and try to hurt you.”

“Wow… my own guardian angel.”

Gloria smiled and tapped her hand. “Go on.
What do you have to lose?”

My freedom…

“Okay, I’ll go talk to him.”

With that being said, she got up and dusted
the crumbs off of her shirt and made her way over to Hank’s table.
He was sitting, sipping on a soda and reading the current issue of
Mother Earth News.

“Hey,” Patsy said as she smiled sweetly at
him. She had a smile that melted Hank’s heart.

“Oh…wow, hi Patsy. How are you?”

“Doing good, thanks.”

“You’re welcome.” They exchanged smiles
sweetly at each other and then Hank snapped out of his trance and
hopped to his feet.

“Please, would you like to sit down?”

“Sure,” she said as she moved out of the way
for him to pull out her seat. When she was seated, he sat down and
sipped on his drink.

“So what brings you to my table?”

“I heard it through the grapevine that you
want to date me,” she said bluntly. Patsy was never one to beat
around the bush.

Hank nearly choked on his soda. It was
hilarious! Patsy fought back a smile as Hank scrambled to clean the
dribbles of soda that ran down his stubbled chin.

“Are you okay?”

“Yes, sorry about that. You just surprised
me. Your bluntness.”

“You don’t like it?”

“No, no. Actually I like it. A lot.”

“So, is it true?”

He nodded. “ Yes, it is. I would like to take
you out.”

“Why do you ask me now? I mean, I’m leaving
town in like a week.”

Hank’s face saddened. “That soon?”

“Yep.”

“Where are you headed?”

“L.A. baby!” Her eyes lit up with the
imaginary lights and glamour that she’d hope to see in L.A.”

“Oh, that’s far.”

“I know. Far away from this awful place! I
can’t wait to get out of here, man. This place is the pits!”

Hank nodded slowly, not too sure what to say
to her about what she had said.

“Yeah, it’s kind of quiet, isn’t it? But I
like it.”

“You like it? Ha!” she laughed. “Name one
thing good about Allantown.

“One thing?”

“Yes, I bet you can’t name one good thing
about it!” Patsy sat back in her chair ready to win the playful
argument. She was not, however, ready for what he said next.

“There’s only one good thing about living in
Allantown, and that is the fact that you live here. That’s what
makes living in this town worth it to me.”

The shock of Hank’s honest and profound words
hit her harder than Mike Tyson could ever hit. She wasn’t sure she
had heard him right, but she knew she did as his words continued to
echo in her ears.

“Really?” was all she could manage to
say.

“Yes, and I would like the opportunity to
change your mind about leaving. Maybe give you a reason to
stay.”

She sat up and put her face in her hands. “I
don’t know, Hank. There’s nothing for me here anymore. I am a
nobody. Maybe if I go somewhere else, I can make a new name for
myself and do better for myself.

He touched her hands lightly, and she felt a
warmth which she’d never felt before. It was hard for her to
imagine that those same soft hands had battered the sonofabitch Vic
until he lay in a heaping mess on the floor.

“You are somebody. You are Patsy, the girl
with the biggest heart in town. I know it, everybody knows it.”

“Why do you care what I do?”

“Well….” Hank sat back and looked over
towards Gloria. She nodded her head in approval, coaching him to go
on… “I’ve wanted to be with you for a long time, but I never felt
like I was good enough.”

“Oh,” she said, suddenly feeling ashamed of
her superficial ways.

“But now I realize that I am the only person
who can give you what you need.”

“Why you?”

“Because I can.” He squeezed her hand. “I’m
not a millionaire, but you will never, and I mean never, have to
worry about where your next meal comes from. I will be your best
friend. I will be whatever you need me to be.”

“But why do you want me? Why not Wendy or
Gina or Tina?”

“Because I see something in them that I don’t
like. They are selfish and conniving. You are genuine. Plus, you
are a helluva lot hotter than all of them put together.”

Patsy smiled at the compliment. Her heart
slowly began to be inclined towards this kind and gentle young
man.

“Well, thanks.”

“So how about I take you out?”

“When?” she said, looking down at her beeper,
“I have to get some of my things packed up tonight.”

“Tonight.”

“Umm, okay. What do you want to do?”

“Well, how about I take you to the next town
over and we’ll go see that new movie Titanic?”

“Wow, really? Everybody’s been going to see
that one. I never thought I’d get to see it. Figured I’d just wait
till it was out on video.”

“How about it?”

“I don’t have enough money for a ticket. I
still have to—”

“Patsy, I’m asking you on a date. Obviously,
I’m going to pay for everything. We can even eat wherever you want
to eat. How does that sound?”

“Really?”

“Yes, so how about it?”

Patsy pondered over it for a minute, as she
looked over this gentle young man. This was just something she was
not used to at all! Someone actually giving her a choice and
offering to pay for everything. Honestly, it freaked her out a
bit.

“What’s the catch?”

“There’s none.”

She frowned at him, certain that he was just
after a little “something something.” Yes, that had to be it. Be
all nice to her and then set her up, so she couldn’t refuse
sex.

“I don’t have sex on the first date,” she
lied.

“That’s fine.”

Okay, there was certainly something strange
and wrong with him. He didn’t even blink when she said that.
Either he is gay or he is….

A smile crossed her face as she leaned
forward and tapped him on the chin.

“Are you a…you know?”

“A what?” he asked, although he already knew
what she was implying. His face immediately turned red from
embarrassment of being put on the spot.

“You know what I’m talking about.” She leaned
playfully closer, and as she did, she couldn’t help the natural
inclination that she felt towards him. Her eyes darted down to his
nice full lips and she was amazed at how sweet his man-scent was.
It was sweet and subtle, but it smelled of strength and
solidity.

“Damn you smell good, Hank.” She felt heat
rise in her face and she laughed at the thought of how funny the
two of them must look.

“Thanks, it’s Tommy’s new cologne.”

“Smells delicious.” Suddenly, her playfulness
turned into seduction as the only thing she could think of was
kissing him. Whatever doubt she had of Hank’s ability to draw her
with his sex appeal was diminished.

“Thanks.”

Patsy was amazed at him and his subtle way of
getting into her mind and her heart. She wanted to give him a
chance. After all, if they failed miserably, it wouldn’t be the
first time she’d experienced it. A smile crossed her face again as
she nodded slowly.

“Okay, we can go.”

Hank smiled wide and pumped his fist in the
air victoriously, “Yes!” He cheered himself.

The folks in the next booth looked over and
smiled. They were Hank’s parents’ long-time vegetable customers.
The old man winked at Patsy, causing her to blush even more.
Usually she would be embarrassed at anyone bringing attention to
her like this, but this was different. He’d put her on a pedestal
and she liked that feeling.

Hank stood up and called for everyone in the
diner to have his attention. Patsy was as red as a beet!

“Hank, what are you doing?” She laughed.

When everyone watched him with curiosity,
Hank spoke out joyfully. “Ladies and gentlemen, this beautiful
woman here has agreed to go out on a date with me!” The diner
customers started applauding softly and then he continued, “Today
is the best day of my life! Record this in your minds and remember
this day everyone. This is the day that Hank Reid started
living!”

Oh geez, what a drama king, she
thought to herself. Laughter followed her thought as she grabbed at
him to pull him back into his seat.

“Sit down before you get us thrown out of
here!” She couldn’t control her laughter anymore. She wrapped her
arms around this funny guy and hugged him tightly.

“Thank you,” he whispered softly in her
ear.

She responded by sinking her head into his
chest and in a small moment in time, he and she were the only ones
in the diner. Everyone else had disappeared. Hank held her tightly
and she could really feel the concern and love he had for her. It
was in his touch.

“I’ll pick you up at six o’clock, okay?”

“Okay.”

He kissed the top of her head and rose from
his seat. “I gotta go deposit some things in the bank and get some
things done before our date.” A big smile crossed his
face.

He was so damn goofy!

“You like the sound of that, don’t you? Our
date.”

“I sure do!” He blew her a kiss and headed
out the door. “See you later!”

“Okay.”

Patsy really didn’t have a clue what she was
doing. Her heart took over and led her straight into Hank’s arms.
She silently cursed herself because she realized that she was going
to have a tough time breaking his heart when she left for L.A., but
she was going to keep her word and go out with him. After all, what
could be the harm?

Worst case scenario, she could fall in love
with him and stay in this stupid little town for the rest of her
life. Even if that happened, it wouldn’t be so bad. Not really,
because he was sweet, honorable, hardworking, and he basically ran
his family ranch. And he was just nineteen years old. People
respected him and he was the town’s most dependable senior class
student. Could living here really be that bad with a husband like
that?

Husband? she thought. “You’ve lost your damn
mind, Patsy,” she scolded herself. “It’s just one date. That’s all.
Nothing more. Nothing less.”

 


***

 


Patsy tried to act like she wasn’t waiting
anxiously for Hank to arrive, but she couldn’t help it. The
excitement of going on an all-inclusive date to see the hottest
movie in the country had her sitting on the edge of her seat. She
paced back and forth through the living room several times before
settling in a recliner by the window. Her mother had been absent
all night, but picked this moment to appear out of her bedroom.

She disapproved of her going on a date with
Hank Reid, which really surprised Patsy. You would think that a
mother would want her daughter to meet a nice guy who was going to
treat her well and not slap her around or force his way on her. But
Patsy’s mother seemed annoyed and even angry at the fact that
“golden boy” Hank Reid wanted to date her daughter.

“He’s not coming,” she said as she took a
puff of her cigarette before she sipped on her can of
Budweiser.

“Of course, he is. It’s not even six o’clock
yet, I’m just being impatient.” She said to thwart off any negative
remarks that her mother had planned next.

“Hmm, okay.”

Patsy looked over at her mother who sat with
her leg draped over the arm of the couch as she watched an episode
of Friends. She shook her head slowly, as thoughts of how
her mother used to be flooded her mind. Her mother used to be a
beautiful woman, hardworking, and friendly. She used to be her best
friend until she started hooking up with the wrong type of men who
replaced Patsy as the most important person in her life. Her last
boyfriend got her hooked on heroine, and it took a long time for
her mother to break that habit, and it did a toll on her.

She went from a beautiful voluptuous brunette
to a skeletal shell of a ghostly woman. Oftentimes, it was hard for
Patsy to recognize her own mother. Once when she was in the grocery
store, she walked right by her because she didn’t even recognize
the skinny and frail-looking woman that stood before her. She
reminded her of the pictures of the Holocaust survivors that she’d
learned about in school.

“Aren’t you happy for me, Mom?”

“Sure, I’m happy,” she said without looking
at her.

“You don’t seem like you are.”

“What difference does it make anyway what I
feel?” Only then did she turn and look at her daughter, and when
she did, Patsy caught sight of a few tears in her eyes.

“Why are you crying, Mom?”

“Don’t worry about it,” she growled. “I’m
happy for you. I’m happy that you’ve found a boy that treats you
nice.”

“Mom….”

“Hopefully, he’ll provide a better life for
you than I have,” she said as she waved her hand across the breadth
of the dirty room. It was then that Patsy realized what her mother
was really trying to say.

She realized that she was, in fact,
happy for her. She was glad that someone came along and is offering
to care for her daughter. She had turned a blind eye to the
condition of her home, maybe out of shame, she didn’t know, but
whatever the reason, she had just realized how dilapidated her home
really was.

The linoleum in the living room and kitchen
peeled up and was cracking in many places. The walls needed
painting. There were rain spots on the ceiling. There was a big
gaping hole in the family room ceiling from where a water pipe
busted and flooded the attic. It was dirty… very dirty. Suddenly
Patsy felt ashamed at the fact that Hank was coming to pick her up
and he had to come into her home and see it like this.

Panic set in and she scrambled to find the
telephone so she could call and catch him before he left home.
Maybe cancel or even try to meet him out by the mailbox. But Hank
was the old-fashioned type. He wanted to come in and get her, and
she knew it. She found the phone and frantically dialed his number.
After a few rings his mother picked up.

“Hello?”

“Hi Mrs. Reid, this is Patsy McClain.”

“Hi Sweetie, Hank is on his way now.”

Fuck! “Oh okay, thanks. Bye.” She
slammed the receiver down and took a few deep breaths.

“He’s not going to want to have anything to
do with us…or this,” her mother said, sadly. “They all leave. They
just use you and they leave you.”

Patsy closed her eyes and forced the negative
thoughts out of her mind. Hank was a very nice guy and he knew what
kind of home she had. His father had even offered her mother Hank
and Hank’s two brothers to help fix up the home, but she declined.
No, Hank wouldn’t leave.

“Not this one,” Patsy exhaled as she fought
to hold on to the last shred of hope she had for herself. As she
opened her eyes she saw the light of Hank’s car pull up. She looked
at the clock. It read five fifty-nine.

She smiled and turned to her mother. “He’s
here. Can you put your beer down, please?”

“Oh, okay,” she said as she sat her beer
beside the couch, out of sight.

A few moments later, Hank was at the front
door, knocking lightly. Patsy laughed, he must be afraid to knock
too hard and bring the house down.

She opened the door and smiled at him.
“Hi.”

“Hi.”

He was so handsome. The way he had his hair
gelled and slicked back reminded her of Luke Perry on Beverly Hill
90210, just his hair was red. His eyes were a bright green, classic
Irish look. She had a look to match. People would probably think
they were brother and sister, instead of a couple.

“You look beautiful,” he said.

“Thank you! You’re not too bad yourself.”

He looked around her and no doubt he saw the
mess as he waved to her mother.

“Hi, Mrs. McClain, how are you?”

“I’m doing fine, Hank.”

“That’s good.” He stood there awkwardly on
the porch as silence fell over everyone. He looked down at his
watch. “We better go. The movie starts at seven.”

“Oh, okay.” Patsy said grabbing her coat
which he helped her shrug into it.

“What is her curfew?”

“One a.m.”

Hank smiled. “Okay, great. We’ll be able to
eat after the movie. It’s pretty long. About three and a half
hours.”

“Take care of my daughter, Hank.”

“I will, Mrs. McClain.”

“Good, I can rest easy tonight now.” She said
and she sat back down on the couch. Patsy walked over and gave her
mother a tender kiss on the cheek.

“Thank you, Mom,” she said as she hugged her.
“I love you.”

“I love you too, Patsy. Never forget that
okay, baby?” Her mother’s voice cracked, as the emotion of her
words overwhelmed her.

“I won’t. I gotta go. I’ll see you later,
okay?”

“Okay. Goodbye.”

“Bye.”

Patsy left her mother sitting on the couch
that evening. Patsy didn’t realize that it would be the last time
she would ever speak to her mother. Patsy didn’t realize that as
she sat watching the movie with Hank and enjoying herself, her
mother sat at home suffering silently from a heart attack. Maybe
her mother knew she was going to die and made sure she told Patsy
how much she loved her before she passed. There’s an old wives’
tale that people can sense when they are about to die. Whatever the
case, Patsy’s mother died that night and maybe she knew and maybe
she didn’t.

When Hank brought Patsy home, the police and
ambulance were already there. Patsy’s aunt had called when she
couldn’t reach her on the phone. The police arrived to find her
mother deceased. Cause of death: cardiac arrest.

Patsy’s best night of her life turned into
the worst
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