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Dedication.
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TO MY HUSBAND; AS ALWAYS. His unstinting support allows me the time and confidence to write.

To Mira; once more, I’d be less without your help.

To all of my readers; creation is in itself satisfying, but sharing it makes it so much more.

Hugs and kisses to you all! 

For:

Toby Keith

Toby Keith Covel (July 8, 1961 – February 5, 2024) 

Country music singer and songwriter.

It was Toby’s song, “I’m Just Talkin’ About Tonight”, which inspired the first Living in Hope story, and so the series. His loss - to music and poetry - at such a comparatively young age is immeasurable.

R.I.P.

	[image: ]
	 	[image: ]


[image: ]

The Book:
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RICK JACKSON IS THE son of the richest man in Hope, possibly the wealthiest in the whole of Hope County.

Maudie Binstead is the daughter of the poorest. Bullied for her lack of new clothes, Rick becomes her hero when he defends her, but his father calls her ‘trash’ and bans the relationship.

Losing your beloved at sixteen hurts; but what if they are your forever-love? Can you find your way back to them?
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The Author:
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SUZE E PRESCOT IS A former teacher and lecturer, who lives in NW England with her husband of more than forty years, four cats and a Belgian Shepherd. Loving crafts, baking, reading (just about anything) and writing, she writes romances with a variety of scenarios.

Her heroines tend to be intelligent and brave, but shy, while her heroes are alpha males who suddenly learn what love is all about. Sometimes they are in a dangerous situation, sometimes their lives are more straightforward, but either way, the course of true love will not run smoothly.

	[image: ]
	 	[image: ]


[image: ]

Chapter 1


[image: ]


Aged Twelve

RICK

Casey and I tumbled from the truck, Phil Jones’ words ringing in our ears.

“Be good boys, enjoy yourselves, and work hard. I’ll be waiting here for you at the end of the day.”

Phil worked for Casey’s dad. Neither of our fathers deigned to be present for our first day of high school, and my mother had a hairdressing appointment which was obviously much more important. I wasn’t bothered. My sister, Maddie, and I were used to our parents’ disregard. These days I recognise it as the neglect it was, but then, we had nothing to compare it to, although for a time Maddie would get upset when they didn’t come to watch her in plays and the like. Casey’s mom had died when he was seven and his dad was like mine - hardly ever there. And Phil, and his wife, Noreen, were close to being parents for both of us.

We shouldered our new backpacks, and, laughing, pushed one another playfully as we approached the crowd of kids waiting near the entrance to Hope County High, happy and confident in our friendship and mutual support despite the significance of the day. Dark to my light, with brown eyes and brown hair, Casey was, and always had been, my best friend. We were almost exactly the same size, although recently, since I started playing football as much as riding, I had noticed I was getting slightly broader across the shoulders as we grew up. Noreen Jones, who had taken it upon herself to advise my father as well as Casey’s about clothing, had mentioned it over the summer when she took us both shopping for new school clothes.

Talking excitedly about what school would be like, and amongst all of the haphazard clusters of students hanging around, at first, I didn’t particularly notice the group of girls off to one side; but as the sound of their bating reached my ears, I looked over and saw, in their centre, the prettiest girl I have ever seen. A tiny little thing, she didn’t look old enough for high school; in fact, she looked like one of those ‘walking/talking’ dolls that Maddie was angling to get for Christmas. Her hair was blonde, but like a golden caramel colour, a bit like my buckskin pony; and she had huge eyes of the brightest blue, so clear that even from a distance I could tell their shade. She had on a pretty dress, but the colours were faded, so, unlike the clothes Casey and I wore, it was obvious she didn’t have a new outfit for the new school.

“Second-hand Rose!”

“Raggedy Ann!”

“Rag Doll!”

“Moth-eaten Maud!”

Tears were spilling from her eyes as she looked around at the posse of girls, and some boys, who were tormenting her. I nudged Casey and nodded towards the group. He looked, and followed as I pushed our way through the throng. We weren’t the biggest there, but we were certainly the gutsiest. As we reached the girl, I grabbed the boy who had his face pushed up to hers and threw him to one side. Casey stood to her left and I to her right, slightly in front of her.

“Get lost you losers!” I shouted at the other pupils. “Leave her alone!”

Typically, Casey was a little more aggressive.

“C’mon you fuckers!” He said, holding up his fists. “You want to pick on someone, pick on me.”

The crowd backed off. Bullies are cowards, Phil always says, and these certainly were. Some made nasty comments as they moved away, but as long as they were going, I didn’t care. They moved away in smaller groups, too, so another of Phil’s sayings came to mind. Pack mentality. I hadn’t known what it meant really, although he had tried to explain it to me; but now I could see it. They had all just descended on one little girl to be cruel to her once they saw others doing it. Like wolves around a carcass. I was proud that me and Casey stopped them.
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Chapter 2
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MAUD

Betsy was late. I knew she was going to be, she had to go to the orthodontist for a previously cancelled appointment, but I forgot and came to school without her. Sometimes Mrs Smits picks me up from the end of the road and takes me to school with Betsy, but Momma wanted to walk me to school today, ‘cause it was the first day. We got up extra early so we could walk all that way, and momma surprised me with a bag of jelly beans. It was like it was my birthday, and I ate some of them on the way. I told Momma to go once we reached the gates. None of the other kids had their mommas with them, and I knew she had to get to work anyways. She hugged me and told me she loved me before leaving. I watched her go before turning to join the other newbies. The school was huge compared to our little school, and it was a bit scary, but I smiled at people and made my way towards the entrance. I saw some children I knew and a lot I didn’t, but although I smiled at them, I’m pretty shy, so I didn’t speak to anyone and, at first, nobody spoke to me.

Usually, I’m okay when I’m with my best friend, Betsy; she is so kind and nice and can talk to anyone, so she talks when I can’t. We made friends our first day of elementary school and have been close ever since. She knows Momma can’t afford to buy me new dresses and she and her momma let me have things that don’t fit her any more. I really wanted to show her my new dress. It was so pretty, with pale pink and yellow flowers. Momma had got it from the church sale and Mrs Thompson had given her some new red buttons shaped like flowers to sew on the front. I liked it a lot, and I just knew Betsy would. Betsy gave me a lot of her old dresses, but she hadn’t ever had one like this. However, like I said, this morning she was late and as I was waiting for her, some mean girls started teasing me. One of them said my dress was old and second-hand, and then others started laughing at me. I knew some of them from Hope Elementary, but then some new kids joined in, and they were all calling me names and pulling at my new clothes. One of them tore the seam a bit on one side and I started crying. Betsy had told me not to cry when I was teased because it made the bullies worse. But I couldn’t help it when they ripped my new dress.

When the two boys pushed in, I was scared. They were pushing and shouting and so angry looking that I thought they were going to hurt me, but instead they stood in front of me and told the other kids to go away and leave me alone. One of them used a bad word.  My daddy sometimes says it, but Momma said he wasn’t to use it front of me. I was happy that they had rescued me. I was used to being picked on because I was poor, but other than Betsy, no one ever rescued me. Momma said some people didn’t raise their children right, and that’s why they were sometimes cruel. She told me to ignore them if I could and forgive them if I couldn’t. I tried to forgive them because they mustn’t have had mommas who loved them like I did, even if they had more money than us. Betsy wasn’t poor, but she never teased me about the way I dressed, and she always looked out for me. Now these two boys had, as well. It felt nice.

Just before the bell rang for the start of school, one of the boys, a good-looking blond boy with blue eyes a bit like mine, turned to me and held out his hand to shake.

“Hi. I’m Ricky.” He said. He smiled and it made me all shivery, like I had goosebumps. “And this is my best friend, Casey.” He slapped the other boy - this one with darker hair and brown eyes - on the back.

“I’m Maudie.” I told them, as I shook Ricky’s hand. I didn’t want to let go really. His hand was warm and firm. It made me feel safe. I smiled at him.

“Hi.” The boy called Casey said, smiling and raising his hand in a small wave. He seemed nice, even though he was the one who had said the naughty word. I waved back, shyly.

I held out my bag of jelly beans and offered them to the boys. They both took one and said thanks.

“C’mon,” said Ricky, hearing the bell and chewing on the candy. “We’ll take you to homeroom.” He held out his hand again, but this time to take mine. The only other time a boy had held my hand was when Peter Dugan had to at the Christmas party for a game, and when he let go, he rubbed his hand on his clothes as if it was dirty, saying he hoped he hadn’t caught cooties. Now Ricky had taken my hand to lead me to class, squeezing it to make me follow him. I wanted to skip. I had gone from being very sad to really happy. All that was missing now was Betsy.
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RICK

I was almost thirteen, and I’d never had a girlfriend. Casey had. He’d about kissed every girl in Breakridge Elementary since he was seven and Lisa Casson had dared him to kiss her. She’d been in grade six at the time. When their lips met, I said ‘ew’, but Casey seemed to like it, and after that he kissed any girl any time he could. I wasn’t going to let him kiss Maudie though. I was going to make her my girlfriend. She was pretty and smelled like soap and candy.

Holding her hand, leading her to homeroom, I felt like a hero. Casey and I liked to play at being heroes; sometimes, when riding, we’d be cowboys, rescuing folks from outlaws; other times we’d be superheroes saving the world. Once, after watching a film about King Arthur, we were Knights of the Round Table. Now I felt as if Maudie was my Guinevere. She looked at me as if I was a giant, and that’s how I felt; like I was as tall and wide as a house.

We walked into the classroom, and luckily found out we were all in the same class. The teacher, Miss Lemon, was waiting to greet us and there were a lot of kids that Casey and I knew from before, talking in groups, meeting new people. Casey started chatting to a boy we knew, while I stood holding Maudie’s hand. Another girl came over towards Maudie and I while we stood there, and I tightened my grip on her hand, but she pulled away and met the little redhead part way, smiling broadly. I stayed near her and watched over her.

“Hi, Betsy!” She smiled and giggled the sweetest sounding laugh I had ever heard, and twirled from side to side. “Do you like my new dress?” Her face then fell as she pointed out the small rip in the seam.

The other girl hugged Maudie and immediately complimented her dress, saying the tear could be easily fixed, and I liked her right away. 

“You didn’t wait for me.” She said, mock-pouting. Her speech was funny; lisping and uneven.

“I forgot.” Maudie bit her lower lip. “I know you told me, but I was so scared and excited about the new school, I clean forgot. Show me.”

Betsy opened her mouth, and the reason for her funny way of talking was revealed. Retainers. Pink ones.

“Oh, Betsy. They look pretty.” Maudie hugged her friend again. “You are going to have such a great smile. Do they hurt?”

“A bit. And they feel really weird.”

“You’ll get used; Lara did. Oh! This is my new friend.” She took my hand again and pulled me forward. “Ricky, this is my best friend, Betsy.”

She said hello to me and I dragged Casey back from talking to another boy we’d known at elementary school to speak to her, too. When the teacher told us to take our seats, we all sat near one another.

We had classes together that morning, and we all stayed together at recess. I had some chocolate bars which I shared with the girls. Maudie’s eyes lit up when she saw the chocolate, but she tried to refuse the bar I offered to her. With her new retainer, Betsy had to be careful what she ate, and her mother had given her some soft fruits which she shared with us all. Casey had some cookies that Phil’s wife had baked for him, but I noticed Maudie had nothing aside from her bag of jelly beans. She was obviously shy about accepting food from Casey and I. Betsy had insisted she took some fruit, saying her mom had made sure there was enough for them both, and I just knew then that Maudie’s mom couldn’t afford to give her snacks. I nudged Casey, but he was already sharing out the cookies. I suggested a fair way of sharing everything out - we all gave the other three one thing - which made sure that Maudie not only got a chocolate bar, but kept most of her jelly beans. Casey and Betsy were on board with it, and like me, both made sure that Maudie got extra shares, and Maudie sweetly accepted the gifts, looking a little bemused but grateful.

	[image: ]
	 	[image: ]


[image: ]

Chapter 4


[image: ]


MAUD

My first day of high school had started badly, but by recess, with Betsy and my two new friends, I was feeling good. And the work was easy, too. Betsy always said I was clever, but I didn’t believe her, but then Ricky asked me to help him in math, and I was proud to be able to explain the problem to him. He smiled and thanked me and said I explained it better than the teacher.

I felt bad about Ricky and Casey sharing their snacks with me, although I did give them all another jelly bean. Casey said Noreen - I didn’t know who she was, but she makes wonderful cookies - always gave him too much, and he told me I had to have some or she would be upset if he took them home again. Betsy was struggling to eat them; she said they were getting stuck in her retainer; she couldn’t manage the jelly beans either, so I let her have more of the fruit which she usually shared with me. I didn’t want Casey having to take the cookies back and upset someone kind enough to make them for him. And I had some chocolate from Ricky. I hardly ever get chocolate. Ricky tried to explain how his way of sharing it out was fair, and I didn’t really follow what he meant but Betsy and Casey agreed with him, so I went along with it.

At the end of the day, Ricky and Casey asked where I lived, and did I want a ride. Betsy jumped in and said she was taking me home, but Ricky asked Casey and Casey said it was okay for me to go with them. I was torn. I loved going with Betsy and her mom, but I really liked spending time with Ricky, and I was excited at the idea of travelling with him. Betsy’s mom arrived we were still talking about it. When she found out that I lived nearer to Ricky than to Betsy, she thanked Casey for taking me. 

“I’m sorry, Maud; I thought you weren’t at school today, and I’ve made plans to take Betsy to her Grandma’s.”

I knew that Betsy’s grandma lived in the opposite direction to my home, so I was pleased I wasn’t putting her out, and said so, but Betsy looked unhappy as her mom led her away, and I felt worried about her. Still, I was glad to get to spend more time with Ricky. (The next day, Betsy told me she had been worried about me and was so relieved that I got home safe.)

“Hey, Phil. This is Maudie. Can we take her home?”

The man in the truck that had stopped for Ricky and Casey smiled at me.

“Sure thing. Where do you live, honey?”

“Jackson Hollow.” I told him. He frowned a bit. I thought maybe he didn’t know where it was, so I started to tell him.

“It’s okay, honey. I know where it is. You’re Lilah-Mae Binstead’s daughter?”

“Yes. That’s my momma.” I was excited that he knew who my momma was.

“She’s good people, is Lilah-Mae. Happy to drive her daughter. Casey, son, you got any homework?”

“Yes, sir.”

“Right then, I’m dropping you off first...” He didn’t get to finish whatever he was going to say as Casey jumped in.

“Awww. I want to...” Now the man cut Casey off, and said, very patiently.

“I have something to do in Hope after I drop your friends off, and I want you to go on home and do your homework before your chores.”

“Yes, sir.” Casey sounded fed up, but he didn’t argue. He didn’t sulk either, and soon he was smiling again, and we all chatted happily in the back of the car.

My eyes opened wide when I saw the place where Casey lived. The man, who said I could call him Phil, drove through these huge gates and up to a great big house. I said it was big and Casey laughed.

“It ain’t nothing special, Maudie.” He told me. “Just old and added onto.” And I sorta knew what he meant since it looked a lot like a lot of other houses around town, just bigger.

“Bye, Ricky. See you tomorrow, Maudie.” He said as he jumped from the truck.

I smiled and waved goodbye. I had been so scared about starting high school, but now I had two new friends. I smiled at Ricky as Mr. Phil drove away again.
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RICK

Casey was bummed at being made to go home first, but, typical Casey, he soon got over it.  Once Phil dropped him off, Maudie and I carried on chatting about school in the back of the car until Phil turned the truck down a dirt track near the edge of my dad’s ranch. I drew my eyebrows together, pulling a face, wondering where he was going.

I looked out of the window as we travelled down the track; at first, I looked past Maudie through the passenger-side window, but the sight made me swing around and peer through the window on my side, too. The trees and bushes were thick; butterfly weed was growing profusely, and the verge was covered in rubbish of all kinds: old tyres, rusted tools and bikes, cardboard and litter. There was a similar track off of Carlisle Road where the town dumped its trash; this was almost as bad, but it was on our land. Eventually, Phil stopped outside a tumbledown shack, and at first, I wondered why; I didn’t even recognise it as a house, let alone where Maudie lived. The front stoop was sagging, the steps broken; there were broken panes in the windows, with ragged curtains fluttering behind them. A washing line held a few things: sheets which were grey and threadbare; jean overalls, well-worn and torn; old-fashioned underwear like I once saw on old Mrs McEgam’s line and that Casey and I had giggled about; and a tiny dress which was obviously Maudie’s.

“Thank you, Mr Phil!” Maudie said cheerfully, opening the door, a strong smell of the candy-scented weed flooding the car. “See you tomorrow, Ricky!”

I watched her jump down from the high vehicle and, waving to me, run to the house. A woman came out, and Maudie wrapped her arms around the woman’s waist. The woman looked at the car, a frown on her face; then Phil waved to her, and she waved back, clearly recognising him.

Phil backed up the truck and turned around, and soon we were back on the main road. He hadn’t said anything, and neither had I. I was shocked at the shack that was Maudie’s home. It didn’t change how I felt about her, but I had not known that anyone lived like that around us. Was that poor. I was still ruminating when Phil broke the silence.

“Climb in the front, son.” And, obediently, I squirmed over the seats to land beside him. “I want you to know that I am happy to drive your new friend to and from school, Ricky, but I don’t think you should tell your parents about her.”

“What? Why?” I frowned. It seemed a strange thing for Phil to say. Adults didn’t like you keeping secrets as a rule.

“Well, son, I hate to tell you to conceal anything from your folks, but,” he wiped a hand across his face, “Maudie and her mom are nice, but Des Binstead, her father, isn’t a good man. Your dad doesn’t like him and wouldn’t like you hanging around with his daughter. Binstead lives back there on your father’s land, on sufferance; he once worked for your grandfather, and while your grandfather lives, Binstead has a home on his property. But your daddy dislikes him enough that he’d toe-to-toe with his own father to get rid of him. If you give him a reason - and I’m sorry to say your friendship with that little sweetheart would be reason enough - that little girl and her momma will end up homeless. I like you, Ricky, and I like that you’ve made friends with her; Casey, too; but let’s keep it quiet, eh?”

“Uh?” I pondered for a moment. “What about Casey’s dad?”

He huffed and I looked at him, surprised at the dismissive noise, but I knew what Phil meant when he said:

“Don’t worry about Frank sayin’ anythin’ to Leroy. That’s not gonna happen.”

He meant that Franklin Wolfe, Casey’s dad, would likely never find out that Maudie was friends with us. My dad, Leroy, was often too busy to spend time with me; Casey and I went camping and fishing, and other things boys our age wanted to do, with Phil; but we did eat dinner as a family every night, and Mom would ask Maddie and me about our day and what we did at school. But I knew that Casey and his dad hardly ever spent time together. Casey spent most of his time with Phil and Noreen. They practically raised him after his mom died when we were little.

“It’s up to you what you say to Casey.” Phil went on. “I reckon you’re old enough now to decide if it’s his business or not.”

That made me feel grown-up. And I was going to protect Maudie; she was mine to look after. Casey didn’t need to know everything.
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Three Years Later

RICK

It was Maudie’s sixteenth birthday, and we were having a party to celebrate. I had been saving my allowance, but also working doing jobs for Phil Jones who was willing to pay me for some things he could have done himself. I didn’t think about what he was doing at the time.  He worked for Casey’s dad and so to give me money for chores was very kind of him. 

I had a generous allowance; I mean my dad was the wealthiest man in Hope County, or so he said; but Tommy Lee Casson had been caught buying booze with his, and the fallout was enormous. There had been meetings at church and the PTA, and old Judge Spencer had called a council meeting to talk about what he called the debasement of society, and the retrogression of today’s youth. Noreen Jones had scoffed, and I heard her ask Phil if he had ever heard anything more ridiculous; he said no. Now I - like most of the kids in our year - had to account for just about everything spent; Maddie and I had been given little notebooks in which we had to record all of our expenditure. My father watched as we added up and subtracted, saying we were learning a valuable lesson in money management. Poor Maddie suffered as our mother criticised the amount she spent on candy, warning her - tiny little thing as she was - that she would end up fat. I had quickly learned to add twenty cents here and fifty cents there to my purchase history, claiming for an extra soda, or another candy bar, so that I managed to put some money away secretly, but not enough for what I wanted to spend on my - secret - girlfriend. Thank goodness for my friends.

We had arranged a small surprise party at a ramshackle old cabin on Casey’s dad’s land, a place his great, great ... however many times, grandfather had built it. It was the original Jackson ranch, but it hadn’t been the family home for well over a century. It was an out-of-the-way location and somewhere Casey and I went to frequently. Yes, okay, it was somewhere we’d go to drink and smoke and take our girlfriends (I wasn’t the only one to cover up what I was really buying). Casey had been seeing Kelly-Anne Webster for almost a year now, and they were pretty serious about one another. She was the nicest girl; not as nice as Maudie of course, but kind and pretty and she and Maudie got along really well. There would only be the four of us at the party. Maudie was uncomfortable in large groups. Despite us seeing one another, first as friends then as girl- and boyfriend, for four years, she had still had to put up with nasty comments from a lot of people; and from being the delightful, cheerful and naively open girl she had been when we first met, she had become more shy and less trusting of others as she got older. 

She was still the sweetest and prettiest girl I had ever seen; her kindness and good nature a stark contrast to the life she lived away from me, but she kept herself to herself and chose her friends with care; with good reason. Deirdre Ainsley was a case in point. Just last week, while waiting for me after school when I was out training with the team, Maudie heard weeping from where she sat doing her homework on the bleachers. She tracked down the crying girl - Deirdre - huddled beneath the seats, her math homework in her hand. Apparently, Deirdre hadn’t been able to grasp the essence of quadratic equations; I had struggled a bit with the concept, but Maudie had explained it, and, with her help, I had completed the homework with no issues. I should point out that I knew Deirdre had bullied Maudie since elementary school, and had often brought her to tears, even criticising her Sunday-go-to-meeting which were worn and mended, but Maudie’s best clothes. And yet, faced with Deirdre’s distress, Maudie ignored the girl’s previous behaviour, and asked her why she was crying and then sat with her, patiently explaining how to solve the problems. I arrived, fresh from the showers, just as Deirdre was leaving, a nervous, relieved smile on her face, and Maudie told me what had transpired. The following day, as we filed into math class, Maudie smiled at Deirdre who looked at her, wide-eyed, before turning to her friends and ignored my girl. I squeezed Maudie’s hand, and she smiled and shrugged at me. Forgive, her momma had told her, and she always did.

I sometimes wished Casey and I could have dealt with the girls the way we did with the boys who had bullied Maudie. Few, if any, did these days, but it wasn’t only because of the black eyes and bloodied noses we had dished out. Many had grown up and saw the prettiest girl in the school, not just a poor person. Some even stopped their girlfriends from saying things, certainly if we were around. But the fact is that her sweetness, good looks, and penury made her still a target for the mean girls, and some of the boys would grow up to be true bullies their whole lives.

I confided in Casey, Noreen and Phil about what I wanted to do for Maudie’s birthday, how I wanted to make it extra-special, and they had helped me arrange it. She had admitted the previous year that she had never had a birthday party as such. Her mother usually bought her a gift, and baked her a little cake if she had the fixings, but she knew they didn’t have much money, so she was always happily surprised at whatever she got. This year, I decided it would be a memorable day for her. In retrospect, I am glad I did. Casey had been given a truck - his dad’s old one - for his sixteenth, and that weekend we loaded it up with food that Noreen provided, some beer that Casey had got ahold of, and the gifts and cards we had all got for my girl.

We were a happy quartet as we drove up to the cabin by the river. We had made arrangements that we would stay the night; the girls had told half-lies to their parents, and we had done the same, although Casey’s dad - as usual - had shown no interest in where he was going. My only regret was that Maudie’s friend Betsy would not, could not, be there. Her parents had sent her away to private school mid-way through our first year at high school, and she was unable to come home that weekend. She had sent me a card and gift for Maudie, though, which was stored with the others in the back of the truck.

The girls had both been to the cabin before, so they weren’t expecting luxuries, but Casey and I had been out there earlier to rig up a generator and put up twinkling lights and set up a CD player. We made Maudie close her eyes when we got there, while Casey sorted out the power.

“Okay, Maudie. Open your eyes.” I said, removing my hands which had been covering them.

“Oh, Ricky! It’s lovely.” She said, clasping her hands to her chest. “Like a fairytale castle!” This girl was such a darling.  She was so easy to impress, and it was always a joy to please her. She turned and kissed me, and we hugged; then I took her hand.

“C’mon, Maudie, there’s more to see inside.” I told her. While Casey had done his part, Kelly-Anne had taken in the birthday cake which Noreen had made and iced, and set it on the table we had fixed up.

I brought up the bags with her presents.

We played music, drank beer, and ate chips, and burgers cooked on the barbecue Casey had rigged up, and potato salad, and other things that Noreen had made for us. After a while, we lit the candles on the cake and when Maudie had blown them out, weeping a little at the pleasure since she’d never had a proper birthday cake before, we gave her the cards and gifts. She was thrilled with her presents, and fingered the small gold necklace with the initial M on for a long time after kissing me in thanks. Eventually, she let me place it around her neck. I kissed her soft, pale, skin as I did so, and it made me want to do more, but I wouldn’t. We’d agreed that, whatever else we did when we were making out, we wouldn’t go all the way until Prom Night. That was still eighteen months away, and Maddie was planning on getting Maudie a fancy dress to wear. She had an idea of buying one and then telling mom she no longer liked it. Our mother laid great store in clothes and accessories, and Maddie was pretty sure she could pull off the coup for what would be for her, the Junior Prom. If it worked it would be perfect since my little sister and my girlfriend were still pretty much the same size despite the two-year age difference, (although Maudie was now developing a desirable shape which I jacked-off to most nights) and Maudie’s mom was able to alter things which didn’t quite fit right. My sister and Maudie had become great friends, with Maudie looking after Maddie when she started high school. In return, Maddie had given Maudie lots of nice things to wear after I’d told her about the teasing. Maddie knew she was spoiled, and our mother couldn’t keep track of everything she had bought, so it was easy for her to let Maudie have things. In fact, the outfit Maudie was wearing for her birthday; jeans and a pretty blue blouse the same colour as her eyes; had been gifted to her by my sister. They had the same size feet, too, which meant that her sneakers had been bought for Maddie as well. She had been so excited to get new clothes, and she looked adorable in them. She deserved to be dressed well all of the time. Everyone said that very few girls could hold a candle to my girl; actually, to my mind, none could.

When it got to about two in the morning, after dancing, talking, and walking out to look at the stars, we all went to bed in the sleeping bags we had zipped together and laid out. Casey and Kelly-Anne were at one side of the cabin, and the noises from over there made me think they had taken their relationship to the next level; but I just cuddled Maudie while we fell asleep, glad to have my girl in my arms and happy to suppress the desires I naturally felt, knowing that we would be together properly soon enough. I held her tightly, wondering if it was possible for life to get any better than this.
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MAUD

It was the best birthday ever, even though I missed Momma. She had been thrilled that I was having a party. I was s’posed to say I was staying with Kelly-Anne, but I never lied to Momma. We didn’t have a telephone, so it was unlikely she would need to lie to Mr and Mrs Webster anyway, (‘cause Kelly-Anne was gonna say she was stayin’ with me). Momma had bought me a bag of jelly beans because they were my favourite candy. It was so kind of her; I knew how tight money was, especially now Daddy was in jail. He didn’t bring much money in anyway; drinking too much and causing trouble - which is why he was sent away for thirty days, again - and Momma did her best with laundry and cleaning, but we never had much. Now with her sprained wrist and black eye thanks to Daddy and his last binge, she couldn’t work as much as usual. When I left school, I was going to try and get a good job and make Momma’s life easier, but she wanted me to go to college and get a real good job. She said I deserve a better life than she has.

I don’t like it when my daddy hurts Momma. When I was little, I used to hide under their bed if he started fighting, but when I was bigger, Momma would tell me to leave when Daddy came in drunk. I would hide in the trees, or sometimes under the stoop. I once asked Momma why we didn’t leave, and she told me we had no place to go. She also told me that my daddy loved me, and it would hurt him if we left. I wasn’t so sure; when I was little, he was good to me sometimes, but as I got older, he ‘bout ignored me. I don’t think he even knew it was my birthday. Momma always remembered, even if she couldn’t get me much. I didn’t miss him when he was in prison, and hadn’t thought about him all weekend.

Ricky and Casey and Kelly-Anne made my day perfect. I was so lucky to have friends like them. And Mr Phil and Miz Noreen helped too. It was wonderful spending time with my friends at Casey’s cabin. Kelly-Anne had been a little scared about staying overnight cause of the bugs and when she told me, I giggled. Then I told her that Casey would protect her, and she thought that was why I had laughed. I didn’t want to upset her. She was my second-best-friend after Betsy. We had both been to the cabin before, but only during the daytime, but the bugs wouldn’t bother me. Momma kept our place neat as a pin, but it wasn’t unusual for me to wake up to bugs on my pillow. It was all I knew, but Kelly-Anne lived in a fancy house, and I guess she didn’t have that happening. She also said the place smelled funny, but I thought it was nice; it was a bit musty, but mostly it smelled like outdoors and wood and a sort of rose when the honey locust tree was in blossom. 

It was a shame Betsy couldn’t be there, but she sent me some fancy soap and perfume and a gorgeous card. I also got some new pens and notebooks and hose from Kelly-Anne and Casey; and Casey’s grandmother, Millicent Wolfe, sent me a small gift token for the dress store in Breakridge which was real exciting; I was going to buy some new underwear; but it was the necklace from Ricky that was so special. It was real gold, and with my initial hanging from it, too. While Daddy was in jail, I could wear it, but once he got out, I’d have to hide it. He sold Momma’s jewellery, and she didn’t have much; just some earrings her mother had left her and a silver bracelet she’d got for her twenty-first birthday. She never did get them back. So, I figured once he was out, I’d ask Kelly-Anne to look after it for me. The four of us spend a lot of time together. Casey and Kelly-Anne are in love, like Rick and I are. She told me she was going to marry Casey one day. We squealed in excitement, and I tried to think about what it would be like being married to Ricky. He’d never hurt me like Daddy hurts my momma.

The birthday cake was a real surprise. I’d never had a real one before, not with icing and candles on it, and Miz Noreen had written my name on it and put sixteen candles on. I cried a bit when Ricky showed it to me all lit up. I made a wish like the others said I should. They told me not to say what my wish was, but I wished we could all do this again together even after we left school.

We sang along to the music, and we danced and then we made-out some. I offered to go all the way with Ricky, but he said no. He wanted to wait. He wanted to do it after prom, when we’d be all dressed up and ready to leave school, but I don’t think I’d be going. Say I could afford the ticket, I still couldn’t afford a nice dress, even if I saved the gift coupon and all my money from my part-time job at the store. Ricky said he’d buy our tickets, so that wouldn’t be a problem, I guess, since he’d be my date, but that wasn’t right. I ought to be able to pay for myself. Thankfully, our year didn’t have a Junior Prom. The school just has the one for seniors, although Maddie Jackson is trying to get them to change that. She says just because we’re a small school, it’s not fair that the juniors should miss out. I think they’ll just let them go to the senior, though. A lot of girls who are dating seniors are allowed to go, so it wouldn’t make too much difference. I can’t imagine being able to afford one fancy going-out dress, let alone two.

Of course, Ricky’s family has a lot of money, but that isn’t why I love him. I love him because he is kind, and because he looks after me, and he never teases me for wearing someone else’s clothes; he even encouraged Maddie to give me some of hers. Sometimes I dream of being married to Ricky, and living somewhere other than Jackson Hollow, but I don’t want anything too fancy. I saw Ricky’s house this one time when Mr Phil was driving us home, and he took Ricky home first. It’s huge; it’s as big as the town hall, and it would take ages to clean it. Momma said she used to work there, and she told me it’s a nice house but that it ain’t a home. I’m not sure I understand, but when I saw it, I got the feeling I did. No, I want somewhere small and cosy; two or three bedrooms would
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