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Chapter 1: Rebecca

 

I ONCE READ that the stench of a decaying human body is similar to that of rotted fish, but that was not my experience. Perhaps it’s because I’ve only witnessed the odor once, or perhaps it’s because the one time I did, the number of bodies was multiplied by three and they’d been putrefying for days in the moist heat of a Tennessee summer. Whatever the reasons, it’s not an experience I’m likely to forget, not only due to the smell, but also because the corpses were those of my family.

The bodies belonged to my parents and younger sister, the three people in the world for whom I’d been tasked with caring, which is what I’d been trying to do that scorching July morning. I’d pulled into their long, rocky, rutted driveway to perform my usual Saturday chores: mow the lawn, pay the bills, shop for groceries, take my sister out for a treat. It wasn’t immediately clear, as I parked under the old pecan tree and stepped out into a wall of heat, that something was wrong. The place looked run down, true, but that had been the case for the past several years, since my father’s most recent heart attack.

Forty acres had quickly become too much for him to handle, so he’d rented the farm portion out to another farming family. While the fields had been recently plowed and planted with cotton, the couple of acres surrounding the house were overgrown and neglected. Buttercups grew wild across a lawn filled with Johnson grass, a horrible weed that had killed off our beef cattle years before. Hydrangeas spread shapelessly along the driveway, and the unpruned crepe myrtles hadn’t bloomed in years, their scraggly gray branches twisted and turned in a never-ending dance of death. 

I did my best to keep the yard in check on the weekends, but given the four-hour drive and my odd work hours, it just wasn’t always possible. On a good weekend I managed to get it all mown, which was more than would have happened without me. For years, I’d begged my father to hire someone to help me mow, but he refused, citing cost as the reason. But that wasn’t it. 

He was a cheap bastard, don’t get me wrong. I could probably count on one hand the articles of new clothing I had growing up, and I was the oldest. I doubt my sisters ever saw clothes with store tags still attached. It wasn’t for lack of money, either. We had money; we just weren’t allowed to spend it. That man could squeeze a penny until it screamed, as my mother used to say.

But that’s not why he refused to hire someone to mow his yard. My father grew up in a time in which family cared for family, sons built houses on adjacent acres, and daughters lived at home until they married and went to live in a house built by some other son on some other acre his father had given to him. So that’s what he expected of me, even though I’d disappointed in nearly every category, beginning, of course, with my gender. In my father’s eyes, son or no, coming home weekends to help was my job, plain and simple.

On that particular morning, it was a little unusual not to see my sister’s face plastered against the front window, drool dripping down her chin as she rocked in her wheelchair, squealing with excitement. My visits were the highpoints of Callie’s life, sad as that might seem. I suppose compared to every other day, endless days during which Callie sat for hours in front of the T.V., a visit to the local Dairy Queen was pretty exciting, after all. 

I’d long ago stopped trying to persuade my parents to enroll Callie in some sort of workshop or day program. When she’d aged out of special education classes at the local high school twenty-eight years prior, that had been the end of Callie’s socialization. Family cares for family, my parents would say whenever I brought it up, and so Callie remained at home, living a life that was no sort of life at all. 

Of course, that was no longer the case that sweltering summer morning, but it wasn’t until I’d climbed the porch steps and opened the front door to that horrible smell that I really began to understand death. When I stumbled over Callie’s dead body, my foot slipping and sinking into the rotted flesh of her stomach, I had no choice but to understand.

After I finished screaming, my first thought was to call 911.

My second was to find Lena, my surviving sister.

My third was to wonder how much time we had before her arrest.

This is important, this third thought of mine. If you stick with my story, you’ll understand why.

 

 


Chapter 2: Rebecca

 

I WAS BORN on May 3, 1965, the first of three daughters born to Patrick Eugene Reynolds and his lovely wife Becky May. At my mother’s insistence, they named me Rebecca, the longer version of her own name, and the one she’d always wanted.

It was no secret my father had wanted a son, nor was it a secret I tried my best to fill the gap. I toddled after him as soon as I was able, riding along on the tractor, gathering eggs, milking cows. I dare say he’d nearly forgotten I was female until puberty hit at the tender age of twelve, at which point he became flustered and curt, shunning my company in the field while reciting a list of daily chores I needed to complete to help my mother care for my younger siblings. It’s interesting to me, in my mature years, that when my femininity became obvious, outdoor work was deemed inappropriate, but now that I’m older and surely less fit it’s not only appropriate, but expected. One of my father’s many idiosyncrasies.

Callie was born in 1969, when I was four years old. I was much too young to understand what was happening at the time, but have since come to understand her disabilities stemmed from a combination of ineptitude and indifference. By all indications, Callie had developed normally in the womb, but when my mother suddenly and unexpectedly went into labor late on a Saturday night, her doctor proved impossible to find. 

The nurses in our small-town hospital panicked, literally holding my mother’s legs closed until a hospital janitor drove to a bar on the outskirts of town, nearly at the river’s edge, to collect the doctor and transport him back to tend to his patient. If you know anything at all about the area of our county called the river bottom, or the bottoms for short, you understand the sort of establishment to which I refer. As it turned out, my father was the one who gave the good doctor a ride back to town, the janitor following behind to ensure they made it without taking any side trips into ditches or fence posts.

Make of that what you will. 

Mother’s legs forced closed equaled pressure on the baby’s skull, which equaled pressure on the baby’s brain, which equaled brain damage. There you have it. And all so the doctor could drink whiskey and soda in a dump of a bar and ogle barely-legal-aged girls on a Saturday night in the hopes of getting laid, while his social-climbing clueless wife did her best to get laid while drinking cheap chardonnay at the country club on the opposite side of town. 

The whole scenario portrays small-town hospitality in a fascinating new light, don’t you think?

Anyway, so there was Callie the summer of my twelfth year, the year I was assigned to what my father referred to as woman’s work back at the house. She was four years younger than I but still in diapers, still unable to speak, sit, or walk. Callie was at the top of my father’s list of chores for me to complete. But of course there was no completion; there was just a life-long, endless cycle of feeding and changing and bathing and pretending all was well in the Reynolds’ household, when nothing could have been further from the truth. 

Lena, the baby, was at the bottom of the pecking order. How could she have been anywhere else? Lena was born in 1971, two years after Callie, and destined at birth to be the overlooked, forgotten child. Over time, she responded accordingly and gave my parents—and me, by extension—hell. But that was to be expected. 

Let me interject here to correct any misconceptions. I realize I may sound bitter, but I’m not. No. I’m a pragmatist. I’ll speak openly and honestly about the hand dealt me, without hysterics or emotion, because truly, what’s the point? It simply is. Things simply are. So that’s the way I’ll report it.

I merely want to tell the truth. 


Chapter 3: Lena

 

I WAS IN my therapist’s office when the cops showed up. That in and of itself wasn’t unusual. I was often in my therapist’s office, and I was on a first name basis with the cops. Hell, I was probably closer to the little group crowding into Dr. Lewis’ office than I was to anyone else on earth. By close I don’t mean close; I mean I could tolerate them, and that’s saying something. Seeing them all together wasn’t unusual. What was unusual was the way they greeted me. Or more specifically, didn’t greet me.

Instead of, “C’mon, Lena, you know why we’re here,” I got, “Dr. Lewis, we’re sorry to interrupt, but we have some disturbing news we need to share with Lena. It might be better if you’re present while we talk with her.” Dr. Lewis looked at me and raised her brows, and I nodded. What did I care if she heard whatever they wanted to say? The woman already knew I’d started hooking down in the bottoms by the age of sixteen, and first tried to kill a man—unsuccessfully, unfortunately—at the age of seventeen. They couldn’t say anything that would shock Dr. Lewis. Believe me, I’d tried but never succeeded. That was one of the reasons I liked her, when I did. 

“Lena, we got a call from your sister this morning. Rebecca.” 

“Well,” I said, drawing out the word. “Thanks for clearing that up for me. For a second there I thought you meant Callie, and that’d have been a miracle, wouldn’t it, given how she can’t talk.”

Officer Frazier—Bill—cleared his throat. “Just listen for a minute, Lena,” he said. “This won’t be easy.”

I had no doubt that was true. Nothing concerning my oldest sister was ever easy. “Look, if this is about that credit card, I already told you—”

“It’s not,” he interrupted me, and I tensed, ready to give him a piece of my mind. I don’t like being interrupted, maybe because I had such a goddamned hard time ever being heard as a kid. Between Righteous Rebecca and Crippled Callie, I was never able to get a word in edgewise. 

“Now just settle down,” said Bill, knowing where I was headed. We’d had enough encounters over the years we could dang near read each other’s minds, by that point. “Lena, honey, this is serious.”

Honey? It wasn’t the first time he’d called me that, but it was close. Bill had always taken sort of a fatherly approach to me, probably because I was still in Monday panties the first time he arrested me for propositioning an undercover officer. Monday panties—remember those? I wonder if they still make them. Back then, the embroidered underwear was sold in the teen’s department of our local Walmart, a seven-pack of panties that covered each day of the week. Mine were hand-me-downs from Rebecca, of course, the Saturday pair missing due to a bout with stomach flu Rebecca had suffered years before I inherited her underwear. I once asked her if she’d really been sick on a Saturday, but she didn’t remember, just looked at me as if I were crazy. 

Anyway, that’s what I was wearing the first time Bill caught me—Monday panties and a flowered sundress, worn thin enough to be translucent. You’d have thought there was enough crime in town to keep our little police force busy away from the bottoms, but no sooner had I reached out my hand for a twenty-dollar bill than Bill came out of the bushes along the riverbank and slapped the cuffs on. My wrists were so skinny back then he’d used one cuff for me, and engaged the double lock on the other to keep me from snaring him, his buddy, or anyone else I could reach. I couldn’t trap them, but I did my best to create havoc by slinging that extra cuff around. By my second arrest, he’d gotten smart enough to clip the loose cuff to the one around my wrists. 

He’d lectured me all the way back to the station about how I was ruining my life—a joke if ever there was one, since I didn’t have much of a life to ruin—and I’d sat quietly and put up with it because I was too close to tears to argue back. It wasn’t getting arrested that started me bawling; I didn’t care about that. I knew I’d be given food and a cot, which was more than I had at my little campsite down by the river. No, it was because someone cared enough to lecture me.

Or maybe he didn’t. Maybe that wasn’t it at all. I suppose when you’re arresting the daughter of the town mayor, it pays to be nice. Either way, whatever the reason, he’d always treated me well, and I appreciated that.

Whether it was his use of the term of endearment or the building tension in the room, I can’t say, but for whatever reason, I ran out of steam before I even got started. Slouching back down in my chair, I motioned impatiently for him to continue. “But sit down, would you, Bill? Y’all make me nervous standing over me that way.”

He sat on the edge of the chair across from me, his duty belt creaking with the movement, and removed his hat, swiping the top of his bald head with a handkerchief. I was surprised to see him looking nervous; he was usually the blustery sort, loud, obnoxious. Not unkind, just sure of himself. His partner, a young guy I hadn’t yet met and assumed was in training—as the old guy, Bill always got stuck training the newbies—leaned against the wall and stared at the floor. 

No eye contact. Interesting. The young bucks usually like to try to stare me down. I think they’re afraid of me, terrified I might tempt them, or maybe shame them. I’ve never hidden my sexual appetite, and I refuse to change my ways just because some little pansy doesn’t know how to handle it. Or maybe they just know I don’t give a shit what they think, and that makes them angry. Whatever the reason, not a one of them has ever succeeded in our little staring contests. All their bravado and swagger is horseshit. I know it, and so do they, when I’m finished with them. Sometimes I think Bill brings the young ones by me so he can see if they’ll break. They usually do. 

But that little boy, he stared at the floor and fidgeted with his belt. That alone made me curious. I slipped the strap of my tank top off one shoulder and edged the scooped neck down to the swell of my breasts. When that didn’t get his attention, I let my knees fall apart and ran one long, red nail up my inner thigh to the hem of my shorts. The raspy sound of nail on skin was loud in the crowded space, but I have to hand it to the kid; he never raised his eyes. His studious attention to Dr. Lewis’ carpet tickled me, and I allowed myself a chuckle. 

From her chair behind the desk, Dr. Lewis sighed, and I shot her a grin. I could almost hear what she was thinking. Defense mechanisms, Lena. What’s making you so defensive right now? I knew this because Dr. Lewis is big on defense mechanisms, and sometimes she’s right. I have all kinds of ways to keep myself protected from people who might want to do me harm. None of my ways are healthy, as Dr. Lewis would say, but all of them are effective, and that’s what counts. 

Sometimes Dr. Lewis is wrong, although she would argue with me about that. Sometimes my actions have nothing to do with protecting myself and everything to do with hurting somebody else, not because they’ve done anything to me, but because I just generally hate the world and every asshole in it. I have an arsenal full of ways to make people miserable—fucking with the minds of young cops, for example—and as they say, I’m not afraid to use it. In fact, some days I relish the opportunity. 

Dr. Lewis thinks I’m bluffing. She insists somewhere underneath it all is a scared little girl. All that anger is just masking the hurt, she says. It’s a nice sentiment, but the sad little girl disappeared a long time ago. Dr. Lewis is afraid to accept the truth about me. If there’s no broken-hearted little girl hidden inside making me act the way I do, then what’s wrong with me? That’s a question Dr. Lewis doesn’t want to have to answer. I know her just as well as she knows me.

“We’ve been out to your house this morning,” Bill was saying, which of course means my parents’ house, since I don’t have one. “Something terrible has happened, Lena. Your mom and dad, Callie … They didn’t make it.”

“What do you mean didn’t make it? Spit it out, Bill.” God Almighty, I hate it when people talk all around an issue. Man up, for heaven’s sake. Grow some balls. “You mean they’re dead? If that’s what you mean, say it.”

He nodded. “That’s what I mean, Lena. They’re dead. Murdered.”

The three of them were staring at me, waiting to see my reaction. I don’t know what they were expecting. Tears? Hysterics? Whatever it was, I didn’t give it to them, and for once it wasn’t because I was messing with their heads. 

It was because I honestly didn’t give a damn. 

 

 


Chapter 4: Rebecca

 

SOME DAYS, I just sit and cry. I’ve been that way all my life. “You never have been happy,” my mother used to say, “and you never will be.”

This announcement didn’t require any sort of special knowledge on her part, no second sight. I had nothing to be happy about; that was easy enough for anyone with half a brain to see. Look, I’ve seen the same social media memes you’ve seen. I know I’m supposed to talk about the privilege of caring for someone with disabilities. I’m supposed to frame everything in a soft lens and accompany it with a swell of orchestral music while I assure people that the birth of Callie has been a blessing in my life. 

That stuff really pisses me off, you know? What do the people posting those memes and verses and inspirational quotes know about anything? Tell me that. Nothing, that’s what. It’s too damn easy to sit behind the anonymity of a keyboard and tell everyone else how they should feel about the challenges in their own fucking lives. 

It’s true there are times I enjoy Callie. She loves me unconditionally, and God knows that’s a blessing; she’s the only one who ever has. She’s also the one person who’s always happy to see me, my own little welcoming committee complete with soiled diapers and crusty teeth. Callie never greets me with a litany of complaints, a manipulative guilt trip, or, in the case of my sister Lena, a grab for my money. Callie greets me with outstretched arms and a goofy grin.

But let’s not pretend that makes up for everything. I love Callie, in my own way, but the truth of the matter is it’s because of Callie I have to live within commuting distance of the suffocating little house in which I grew up. It’s because of Callie that I never went to college. Callie is the reason I work at a dead-end job that has nothing to do with anything in which I’ve ever been even remotely interested. How many people do you know who’re passionate about factory work? Filling boxes with rivets for hours on end was certainly never a dream of mine.

Callie is also the reason I never married, and the reason I have no children.

She’s the reason I lost the love of my life.

I suppose I could spread some of the blame among my parents and Lena, since they too have become my responsibility, but really, when you get down to it, that’s also because of Callie. Her existence changed the dynamics of my family. Over the years, I watched my parents withdraw from outside social activities and completely immerse themselves in The World According to Callie. Any meaningful discussion of outside events, whether of politics, religion, or the construction of the new Kroger on the far side of town, was replaced with whether she might have sat up just a little bit on her own that morning as my mother was strapping her into the wheelchair, or maybe, just maybe, she had said Daddy when he walked through the door after a late night city council meeting. 

More often, Lena and I were treated to a daily tally of the frequency and consistency of Callie's bowel movements, or which doctor said what, and whose turn it was to pick up her dozens of prescriptions from the pharmacy. 

Eugene, does she feel clammy to you?

Maybe a little. Has she taken a shit today?

Just one, and it wasn’t a big one. Little pellets, hard ones, like rabbit poop. I think she’s constipated.

What do you want me to do about it? Stick my finger up there to find out? We have enemas if she needs one. 

And on, and on, and on, while I scraped my plate into the garbage can, no longer hungry, and wet a dishrag to clean up the floor under Lena’s highchair. 

That was the world into which Lena was born; she can hardly be blamed for turning out the way she did. It wasn’t so much that Lena was hard to find, lost as she was in the shadow of Callie, as it was that her presence was completely obliterated by Callie. Looking back, I have very few memories of Lena as she was before hightailing it down to the bottoms to take up residence with the pimps and drug dealers. It’s a sad commentary on her life, and ours as well, that she found their company more desirable than ours, but I understand it. I do.

Still, Lena’s choices have added to my burden. I’m the one who has to beg Mr. Calhoun down at the Shell station not to press charges when Lena bounces checks—stolen checks, to be clear. I’m also the one they call when Lena gets thrown into jail for public drunkenness, or when First Baptist Church discovers—not for the first time, or even the third—the money from Sunday’s collection has been swiped right out of the locked pantry in the church basement before Miss Trudy even has a chance to get it to the bank.

These are the events that make up my life. They’re the reason some days I just sit and cry, which is exactly what I was doing in the little interrogation room they put me in at the police station. I sat on that hard wooden chair, one I could have sworn, given the carvings, had at some point been part of the décor in my third grade classroom down at Hemmings Elementary School, and cried the same, hiccup-y sobs I’d cried out at the house when the police cruisers finally pulled up.

“Let’s get you out of here,” the policewoman had said, taking me by the arm as soon as she exited the first car. She was a brusque, dark-skinned woman I vaguely recognized from past trips to the station to deal with Lena. She was quick and efficient, and I supposed that may have been why she was assigned to me instead of crouching down with the other officers and creeping towards the front porch as if my mother might have reattached her head and taken up residence behind the front door, waiting to ambush them. “We need to mark off the area,” the woman was saying, “and you don’t need to be here to see this.”

It was a little late for that, since I still had remnants of what I assumed to be Callie’s intestines on my shoe, but I didn’t argue. “You’re not under arrest, honey,” she said. “You know that. But since you’re the one who made the call, we need to get some information from you. Understand?”

I nodded, and she nodded back. “Follow me back to the station, if you would. Where’s your sister at?” she asked. “Do you know? We’ll need to talk with her, too.”

I didn’t know where Lena was, and even if I had, I wouldn’t have told the cops. I’d been born and raised to protect, after all. If the evidence pointed to Lena, and I assumed it would, they’d figure that out soon enough. I wasn’t going to help them. The woman nodded again before situating her considerable bulk back into her own driver’s seat and leading me three pothole-filled, soybean-surrounded, country-laned miles to the squat, one-story building out on Highway 51 that houses the handful of officers making up Owensfield’s police department.

I don’t know how long I’d been in that freezing little room, wiping snot on my shirttail and curling into the hard wood of my chair for warmth, before I heard Lena’s voice, argumentative and angry, and knew they’d managed to find her. Her words faded as someone, Bill Frazier, it sounded like, propelled her down the hall to the staff lounge, which I knew from previous visits doubled as another interrogation room on the rare occasion they needed a second one.

As crazy as it might sound—which probably isn’t any crazier than the rest of this sorry story—a part of me felt comforted knowing my sister was there with me, even though I couldn’t see her. She certainly didn’t love me, didn’t even like me, but she was all I had left. I felt relatively sure she’d eventually be arrested for the murder of our family. I didn’t know quite how to feel about that yet—sad? sorry? grateful?—but what I did feel at that moment was a warmth towards my sister, a nostalgic sort of longing for what should have always been, but never was.

 

 


Chapter 5: Lena

 

WHERE’VE YOU BEEN for the last week, they want to know. How’s your relationship with your parents? With your sister? Of course, they phrased it all as if they were simply concerned about me, but it didn’t take long for me to figure out where they were going with it.

Some of their questions were easier to answer than others. As for where I’d been for the last week, well … I spent Tuesday recuperating from a bad trip I’d taken thanks to Willie G, a toothless old bastard who billed himself as one of the more experimental drug dealers down in the bottoms. I don’t know what he shot into the top of my hand, but it caused one hell of a trip. My last memory, before coming to half-naked along the riverbank, was of running into Willie G. when I had no money in my pocket and a hungry gnawing in my belly. 

“I got something for you,” he’d said, and for the longest time, I ignored him. Willie G. always had something for somebody, but he didn’t have what I needed, which was food. Finally, after I’d walked a good mile through the cockleburs and cattails that grew along the muddy banks, I turned to him.

“What is it, G.? Anything that’ll keep my belly from eating away at my backbone?” I’d given up my search by then, the empty fast food wrappers and plastic bottles that

















































images/image.jpeg





