
        
            [image: cover]
        

    
[image: tmp_d20c82fad3279d09ca35a6bd66f80a3c_GN1gaT_html_m3d17258f.jpg]

 



Wire Mesh Mothers

By Elizabeth Massie

[image: tmp_d20c82fad3279d09ca35a6bd66f80a3c_GN1gaT_html_3900043.jpg]

Smashwords Edition published at Smashwords by
Crossroad Press

Copyright 2011 by Elizabeth Massie

Cover art by Cortney Skinner

create@cortneyskinner.com
www.cortneyskinner.com

 



LICENSE NOTES:

This eBook is licensed for your personal
enjoyment only. This eBook may not be re-sold or given away to
other people. If you would like to share this book with another
person, please purchase an additional copy for each person you
share it with. If you're reading this book and did not purchase it,
or it was not purchased for your use only, then you should return
the vendor of your choice and purchase your own copy. Thank you for
respecting the hard work of this author.

 



ALSO FROM ELIZABETH MASSIE & CROSSROAD
PRESS

NOVELS:


Sineater


Homegrown

COLLECTIONS:


Afraid & Other Tidbits of the Macabre

UNABRIDGED AUDIOBOOKS:


Sineater – Narrated by Joe Geoffrey

 



BUY DIRECT FROM CROSSROAD PRESS &
SAVE

Try any title from CROSSROAD PRESS – use the Coupon
Code FIRSTBOOK for a onetime 20% savings! We have a wide variety of
eBook and Audiobook titles available.

Find us at: http://store.crossroadpress.com

 



"I must be the mother and father for whom I formerly
searched..."

-Carl J. Nelson, 1961

 



1

The orphaned cotton
bits, blown loose from the butchered fields of December, scattered
themselves across the chipped blacktop of the county roads outside
the small town of Pippins, Virginia. They danced their ice dance,
dodging automobile tires, winding up for the most part dead along
the roadsides and wrapped like suicidal ghosts about the bases of
splintery mailbox posts. Sometimes kids played in the harvested
fields, picking the remnant fiber, stuffing it down the fronts of
their shirts to make big boobs like Miss Carole, the Sunday School
teacher down at the Riverside Church of Christ of Nazareth, or
making light-weight snowmen by rolling the pieces together into big
balls and then pinning the pieces together with thistle thorns. It
didn't snow much in Pippins, and real snowmen were hard to come by
in the winter.

Usually, though, the kids found other places
to play because the plant stubble was so thick and so harsh
sneakers couldn't keep out the pain. And so the cotton bits were
alone to explore their small world on their own, disguising
themselves as things they weren't, playing dress-up, playing
make-believe.

Looking like snow. Or turkey down.

Or thick white ashes from a distant
crematorium.
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Mistie Dawn
Henderson wore her nightgown to school. It was a light weight pink
acetate nightie, with torn lace at the sleeves and neck. Mistie
liked the gown; it was pretty and it felt good on her skin. So when
she woke up December tenth and found her father snoring face down
on the carpet and her mother leaning over her ashtray on a stool in
the kitchen, one hand clutching the Winston, the other shading her
face from the light that crept through the thin window shades,
Mistie had slipped on socks and shoes and her winter coat, then
gone out to wait for the bus down at the entrance to the trailer
park.

Mrs. Colvin, who lived in the trailer next
door to Mistie, saw her trudging past. She'd slammed up her storm
window and called out, "Mistie Dawn, you tell your daddy I'm sick
and tired of his music late at night. I didn't get one speck of
sleep and now what am I supposed to do? My windows was shut and
even then I felt like I was rocking on the damn sea. I got nerves!
He knows it! What am I supposed to do, answer me that? You hear me,
Mistie Dawn? Say something!" Her voice cracked and went up a few
notes. Mistie stuck her hands into her coat pockets, tucked her
head, and kept walking, down the graveled road between the mobile
homes. To either side she could see painted plaster and concrete
lawn ornaments, staring at her with their pupil-less eyes. Tiny
gardens were dead and brown; it was winter, after all. Bits of
cotton from nearby fields had snagged themselves on rose branches
and azalea twigs. The few trees between the lots were as naked as
those women in the movies Daddy rented on weekends. There weren't
any other kids out of their trailers yet; it was still early.

"I'll have the law on him quick as a dog, and
we'll see how much music he can play behind bars?" Mrs. Colvin
shouted. "You want your daddy behind bars? What you think of that,
huh?"

Mistie didn't think much of that. People were
always threatening to call the cops on her daddy or her mama for
one reason on other, but most of them didn't do it because, as
Daddy said, two could play that game and most neighbors had
something under their sticky ole carpet if he decided to do a
little digging. On the few occasions police did pay visits on the
Hendersons, Daddy was polite and agreeable and the cops would say,
"Well, okay, then, don't let it happen again." Whatever the "it"
was at the time. Cops were rubber-dicks, Mistie's daddy would
laugh. It was the social services that stuck in Daddy's craw.
Social services had chased Mistie's family across a few state
borders in the past two years when they got the idea that the
Hendersons didn’t take good care of Mistie. Mistie didn’t really
know what being taken care of was exactly, except that in each
place they’d lived, ladies in skirts and heels had eventually come
around to their trailer or their apartment or their rental house to
talk to Mistie about her Daddy and what he was up to. But the
Hendersons would pack up and leave once those ladies started
sniffing about. At least social services gave up easily, Daddy said
with a smile. Not enough workers, Mama would laugh. But, damn, they
sure were a bother.

When Valerie died back in Kentucky, Daddy had
taken her way away from their apartment and buried her somewhere.
He said nobody best find her because he said if the cops and social
services got into it, they'd make it seem like Valerie being dead
was the family's fault and then everybody would go to jail, even
Mistie. If anybody asked, Valerie’d had a bad liver, Daddy'd said.
Wasn't his fault she had a bad liver but somebody would try to make
it his fault like they did everything else. Mistie had promised
never to talk about Valerie so the family wouldn't have to go to
jail.

Mistie had been five when Valerie had died;
since then they’d lived nine months in Tennessee, a half-year in
North Carolina, and then Virginia. Most of Mistie's memories of her
sister had disappeared with the body; all she had now was a
coloring book Valerie had colored in, one with Teletubies in it.
Sometimes, Mistie dreamed of her sister playing with a little cloud
of black flies in the summer sun, but she never saw Valerie's face
in those dreams.

When the Hendersons got themselves settled in
MeadowView Trailer Park in Pippins, Virginia, Daddy had gotten a
job working on a cotton farm in the summer and spring and fall. He
stayed home at the trailer in the winter. Mama started selling
sweet-smelling soap and shampoos from a catalog. Mistie liked the
soap and shampoo but Mama never let her buy any and then after a
month she threw the catalog in the trash and said nobody wanted
that junk anyway. Just a few weeks after that the baby Mama was
going to have came out too early. Mama showed it to Mistie as it
floated in the toilet, a red blob with a tiny head-like thing and
stringy stuff hanging off it, swirling in the water as Mama let
Mistie push the lever to flush it away.

Mistie sat on the bank beside the road. She
pulled up a dead weed and wrapped the stem around the base of the
spiky seedpod.

“Mama had a baby and its head popped off,”
she said to herself. She pulled the bent stem forward, and the
little pod popped off and up into the air. Mistie smiled. She
picked another weed and popped off the seedpod.

A few minutes later, other trailer park
children began to gather by the road. They threw gravel back and
forth at each other. Mistie got hit on the head and arms a couple
times, but she didn't throw any back. It didn't really hurt. She
stopped playing with the weeds and sat with one fist inside the
other.

A high school boy in t-shirt and no coat in
spite of the freezing temperature took out a pack of cigarettes and
lit two, one for himself, and one for his seventh grade girlfriend.
He leaned on the gray split rail fencing separating the mobile park
from the grassy bank by the road and sucked on the cigarette. The
morning sun caught the smoke and strummed it like a silent
guitar.

"Hey, girl," he said.

Mistie said nothing.

"Hey." He held the cigarette in his teeth,
picked up a bit of gravel and tossed it at Mistie. It bounced off
her chest. "I said hey, girl. You look nasty. Don't your mama care
nothing about brushing your hair?"

Mistie said nothing.

"You all's white trash, don't you know? My
grandmama says you Hendersons as white-trashy as they come. Says
why don’t you go back to Tennessee or Mexico or wherever the hell
you come from."

Mistie said nothing.

"Leave her alone," said the seventh grade
girlfriend.

"Where your books, girl? You never take books
to school. You lose 'em or what? Don't you want to learn nothing?"
The boy laughed, nudged his girlfriend who popped a large bubble of
gum, and shook his head. "What's that bruise on your neck? How'd
you get a bruise on your neck?"

Mistie touched her neck but felt nothing. Did
she have a bruise? Maybe. She fell asleep watching T.V. last night
and rolled off the couch. Maybe she got a bruise when she hit the
floor.

"You screwed up, you know that?" the boy
continued. "Fucked up in the head. It's from your daddy playing
that loud music at night. Mrs. Colvin's gonna get you all kicked
out of the court. She told us. We gonna have us a party when you
gone."

Mistie looked down the paved road to where
she couldn't see anymore because of the curve in the road and the
trees clustered by the road. She listened for the rumbling of the
school bus, but couldn't hear it over the shouting and fighting of
the kids around her.

"Fucked up in the head," the boy was saying
beside her. "Really fucked up, your whole family is fucked up and
they ought to be taken out back someday…."

It trailed. The voices of the other kids
closed in on themselves; faded. The road and trees narrowed and
vanished, the light swallowed up in grayness. Comfortable, cottony
nothingness cushioned her; a familiar humming pulse played behind
her eyes. She rocked in its arms.

Something heavy slammed her in the back.
Sights raced in like water over the rim of a flooded bathtub.
Sunlight stabbed her; noises jammed their picks into her ears.

"Bus is here, you retard," said the high
school boy. Mistie blinked and looked at him. He'd already finished
his cigarette and was stubbing it out on the gravel with the toe of
his cowboy boot. The girl friend was tugging on his arm and tossing
Mistie a look of tempered tolerance. Other kids were pushing around
Mistie, swinging book bags and purses, climbing up the steel steps
and into the big yellow vehicle.

Mistie took the handrail and pulled herself
up the steps. The bus smelled of mildew and cleanser and stinky
feet. The bus driver, a man whose name she didn’t know but who was
always the bus driver, gave her a scowl. Then he said to the high
school boy behind her, "Lose the cigarettes, Ricky, or you’re off
the bus for the next two weeks."

Ricky planted the heel of his hand between
Mistie's shoulder blades and shoved her around the bar and into the
aisle. Her breath went out with a whoosh, but she choked and caught
it back, saying nothing.

"Ain't got no smoke,” said Ricky. “Want to
search me? Want to strip search me?" He winked at the high school
girls on the bus. "You a queer or what?"

"Talk like that'll get you off the bus for a
month," said the bus driver.

"Like I really care," said Ricky. He pushed
past Mistie and strode to the back of the bus where he dropped onto
a vinyl-covered seat. Other high schoolers, sitting nearby, turned
around drew together, heads going down, talking loudly but
incoherently.

Mistie found a seat by herself halfway back.
There was a pencil stub on the seat. She flicked it to the floor.
"Mama had a baby and its head popped off."

This was the only bus in the county that had
a cross-grade population. It transported kids from all three
schools, Pippins Elementary, Curtis Middle School, and Patterson
High. The high school kids who rode this bus hated it, and let
everyone know. At least they had the shortest ride, only three
miles, and then they were gone, leaving the younger kids catching
their breaths and rolling their eyes at each other.

A little ways down the road, the bus
shuddered to a stop in front of a row of small, once-colorful box
houses. A lot of these houses had kids. Bent bikes and up-turned
plastic wading pools littered yards. Some of the chain link fences
were torn down and most of the grass in most of the yards was gone,
leaving cold-packed dirt and ruts. Five cars and two pickups in
various stages of disrepair sat in the driveway of the pink house.
In the side yard of the gray house, frozen sheets swayed stiffly on
the line.

There was a girl who lived in the purple
house who Mistie liked. Her name was Tessa Kessler. Tessa and
Mistie were in the same second grade class at Pippins Elementary.
Tessa was pretty, with bouncy blonde hair and a lot of new clothes.
She wore makeup sometimes, and she missed a lot of school because
she had to baby-sit her little brother when her mama ran down to
Roanoke Rapids in North Carolina to shop. Tessa got to be in
pageants on weekends. She looked like Princess Silverlace on that
show on Nick.

Kids from the box houses filed onto the bus.
Mistie pulled her foot clear of the aisle as they came, and watched
for Tessa. A first-grader sat down by Mistie, bearing a blue
plastic lunch box and a scowl. He looked as though he'd been
crying. Sooty rivulets zigzagged down his face. Mistie was
disappointed, because if Tessa were coming to school, maybe she
would have sat with Mistie.

But Mistie didn't ask the boy to move. She
shifted in her seat, slouched against the side of the bus, and
stared out the window at the green house. From the front of the
bus, she could hear the door hissing closed, and the grinding of
the bus gears as the bus driver settled in for the remainder of the
trip.

Then the front door of the purple house
opened with a jerk, and Tessa was jumping from the stoop to the
narrow concrete sidewalk, a denim book bag dangling from her elbow.
Mistie sat straight, watching.

The bus driver said something over the din of
students, and the bus door clanked open. Tessa rushed through the
open chain-link gate, past her sagging mailbox, and jumped onto the
bus steps. Mistie clenched one fist; the other went inside her coat
and stroked the satiny nightgown.

"Mama had a baby."

The boy by Mistie farted and scooted his butt
around to let the smell escape.

Tessa dropped into a seat near the front,
beside another little girl. The bus honked its horn at a passing
car, then pulled onto the road. The boy beside Mistie pulled a set
of Pokemon cards from his pocket and began to shuffle through them,
mumbling to himself that his brother had bent up the best ones.
Mistie found a tear on the back of the seat in front of her. She
watched it, bouncing up and down and sideways, making her
pleasantly dizzy, until the bus was at Pippins Elementary, and it
was time to get off.
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Tony's crotch burned
from the tug of last year's too-tight jeans, but the sensation
wasn't sexual. It was irritating, and something that a sifting of
position could put temporarily past notice. Her head itched under
her hat, but she didn't reach up to scratch it. It could be sweat
or excitement or maybe even head lice - her little sister was home
today with a case of the nits - but right now in the grander scheme
of things it didn't matter. Her dark brown hair was already a short
crew cut, with half-inch bangs in the front, so if it was lice
making her itch, the idea of shaving the rest of it off later
wasn't a big deal. But, regardless, sweat or cooties, she kept her
hands down and away from her head. A test of willpower.

She was in the back seat of the car, against
the door on the right. Buddy was in the front. He was driving, sort
of. Buddy didn't have a license, and he didn't know much past how
to push the accelerator and that you had to stay on the right side
of the road. Buddy was fourteen with thin blonde hair that reached
his shoulders. His hat was a Redskins ball cap he got from the
Exxon Convenience Mart on Route 58.

On the passenger's side up front was Leroy.
Leroy was sixteen and the oldest so he thought he was too good to
drive. Let baby boys do that, he’d say. He also thought since he
was oldest, he was smartest. That was a crock of shit. Leroy wore a
really old tattered knit hat that said, “I’m a Pepper,” whatever
the hell that was supposed to mean. He also sported bent
sunglasses. Around Leroy's neck were old dog tags that belonged to
someone in his family, but he didn't know who. They had been
flattened on a railroad track years before he was born and the
letters were way past legible. Looking at Leroy was like looking at
a scrawny snowman with big black coal eyes jabbed into his
forehead.

In the middle between Buddy and Leroy was
DeeWee. DeeWee was ugly and retarded, but he was Leroy's
fourteen-year-old brother so he always came along. DeeWee's hat was
just like Leroy's, only green. The gang didn't do colors, although
they knew from the T.V. that gangs out in California and other big
cities did. The Pippins gang wore hats. They called themselves the
Pippins Hot Heads.

Next to the left window in the back was
Whitey. Whitey was black but he got burned once and it left a long
white scar on the side of his neck. Whitey had an old beret he'd
stolen from his uncle. Whitey was almost as old as Leroy, but Leroy
didn't let it matter. Whitey didn't let it matter, either. Leroy
was boss.

Between Whitey and Tony was Little Joe.
Little Joe thought he was a cowboy, just like the country singers
on channel 47. Little Joe had bright red hair and freckles and was
from Louisiana. He used to wear a cowboy hat but Tony cut it up
with a razor one time. So Little Joe was reduced to a red stocking
cap advertising “Castrol Motor Oil." He also wore a belt buckle
with Johnny Cash's face on it that he polished with spit.

It was almost 11:30 in the morning. The
Pippins Hot Heads had been riding around since just after ten,
trying to keep warm since the car's heater didn't work very well,
shooting road signs and a bum-legged skunk with Leroy's bb gun,
drinking the beer Tony had stolen from her mom, and having a
half-hearted on-again off-again belching contest. Everyone's breath
was cotton-smoke on the cold air in the car. Tony could see spit in
Little Joe's breath smoke and it pissed her off. Idiot should learn
to breathe without spitting; it was gross.

Today's car was a green-and-rust Chevelle. It
was Whitey's aunt's but she didn't go to work today, she was in bed
with the cramps, so she didn't know it was making the rounds. The
thing groaned and thumped and smelled of private, auntish things
like perfume and sex. The sex smell pissed Tony off even more than
Little Joe's spit did.

"Shit, Little Joe, get them goddamn boots
away from me!" Tony shouted suddenly, slamming her heel onto the
top of his foot. "Keep them away from me!"

"Ow!” whined Little Joe. “Can't just cut my
damn legs off just to give you room. Where you want me to put my
feet? Whitey ain't complaining."

Whitey turned his attention from the flat
countryside out the window and looked at Little Joe. "That's 'cause
I got control of myself. Tony don’t know nothing ‘bout control. If
I was Tony, I'd tore ‘em off long ago."

"I’m ready to cut your feet off inside those
boots and throw ‘em all out the window!” swore Tony. “Those boots’s
pussy, Little Joe.”

Little Joe's eyes drew into slits and he
slumped against the back of the seat. "Fuck." But slowly he pulled
his feet together as closely as he could. "Ain't pussy."

"They's pussy and they’s queer, too," said
Leroy from the front seat. He fingered the buttons on the radio,
sending a mad barrage of song clips yelping out through the
speakers in the rear. "We'll find you a good pair of shoes soon,
baby boy, and you can kiss them high heels good-bye."

"These boots cost a lot," said Little Joe.
But his voice was almost a whisper, and Tony was the only one who
heard him. Little Joe was the bottom of the Hot Heads pecking order
and knew it.

"Damn radio," Leroy hissed. "Can’t get
nothing but old shit and preachin’. And on a Tuesday."

“Bent antenna,” said Buddy. “It wasn’t bent
we’d get something better, maybe from up at Richmond.”

Leroy drove his fist into the on button; the
music died. "Yeah,” he said, “if we had a good antenna we could get
Richmond stations with rap and shit. Whitey, tell your aunt get her
antenna fixed."

Whitey grunted, then let out a long, crisp
belch that threw DeeWee into a temporary fit of laughter.

They drove a few more minutes, down a stretch
of frozen country road, with no sound other than Little Joe's raspy
breathing and Buddy's occasional sniffs and curses. Silently Tony
counted the rails of the fences they passed so she wouldn't jump
out of her skin. The day was frosty and clear. It was December
tenth. Good little boys and girls were in school. But not the
Pippins Hot Heads. They were in a beat- up Chevelle, driving around
the county looking for something to do. Usually, if they could get
a car, the something to do was stealing folks’ mail then smashing
their mailboxes and whacking cows in the butt with a crowbar to
watch them run. When that got wearisome, they'd pool their cash for
a couple gallons of gas at the Exxon, swing by Whitey's trailer at
MeadowView for some of the doughnut sticks his aunt always had
hidden in an upper kitchen cabinet, and go eat behind the old
chimney in the woods back of the trailer park.

Here, in the farmland back roads between the
tiny towns of Pippins and Capron, fifteen miles from Emporia and
Interstate 95 that ran north to Richmond and south into North
Carolina, it was real easy to hang out and not go to school. There
weren't many police around except for troopers and not many of
those, either, and they watched Route 58 most of the time, watching
for speeders. The Hot Heads rarely talked to anybody else, and if,
while pumping gas or pocketing candy at the Exxon, someone actually
demanded to know why they weren't in school, the gang just said
they were homeschoolers. Worked every time. Homeschoolers were
good, Christian kids.

Tony squinted and kept up with the rails on
the side of the road. Fifty-seven, fifty-eight, fifty-nine,
sixty, sixty-one, sixty-two, sixty-three. Boredom and rage
burned her spine with a furious heat.

The need to teach that bitch Martin a lesson
clawed the tendons in her neck.

"Buddy, Buddy, stop," said DeeWee. "Gotta
pee."

Tony peered over the seat and grimaced.
DeeWee was holding himself through his pants, pulling and tugging
like he was manning a fire hose. Buddy pulled the car to the side
of the road. The cotton field next to the road was flat and broad
with a small barn squatting in the corner. The barn was a pretty
cool place in the summer because you could have damn good parties
once you scraped the spiders from their hiding places. One time, a
couple months ago, the Hot Heads had caught two middle schoolers
making out in one of the barn's stalls. The Hot Heads had made the
two strip naked and run barefoot across the stubbly pasture to
wherever, anywhere but the Hot Heads' barn.

Tony had kicked the girl just outside the
barn door and the girl had come down in the sharp cotton stalks on
her pretty little made up face with its fucking pink lipstick and
blue eye shadow. Stalks, right in her face and in her hands, making
her bleed, kinda like Jesus after Pilot got through with him. It
was beautiful. Tony had then stomped the girl on the neck, hard -
stomp stomp stomp! Oh, it felt
wonderful! - until Leroy pulled her off, then the girl had
choked, gagged, then scrambled up and ran, stumbling, after her
white-assed boyfriend. It had been good for a laugh, then it was
into Tony's mama's beer and the doughnut sticks.

It took DeeWee a full eighty-three seconds to
whiz, zip, and get back into the car. He smelled like pee. He had
probably leaked on himself. The car pulled back onto the road. They
drove another quarter mile, past the strobing fence posts along a
small cattle farm.

Forty-three, forty-four, forty-five,
forty-six.

Tony couldn’t stand it anymore. "Stop the
car.”

“Nuh-uh, ain’t stoppin’,” said Buddy. “You
shoulda peed when DeeWee peed.”

“Stop the goddamn car, Buddy.”

Leroy hawked, rolled the window down and
spit. Most of it caught the rear window like a clear streak of bird
shit.

“You ain’t my boss,” said Buddy, but his foot
came up a bit on the accelerator, and the car slowed a fraction. He
glanced at Leroy. “Tony ain’t boss,” he complained. Leroy shook his
head but said nothing. When Tony used the tone, he paid
attention. He knew he’d better.

“Gotta pee, gotta pee, Tony gotta wee wee!”
sang DeeWee.

“Gotta shut your mouth hole, DeeWee.” Tony
leaned over the back of the seat and put her teeth at Buddy’s ear.
She said slowly, “Stop…the…fucking…car.”

“Back off, Tony,” said Leroy. But then he
said, “Pull it over, Buddy.”

Buddy cursed and pulled the car over. It bit
the gravel and then a baby rabbit that didn’t move fast enough into
the poison ivy by the fencing. The car engine died.

Leroy turned and his knee came up on the
seat, ramming into DeeWee’s side. DeeWee squawked. "What the hell’s
wrong with you, Tony?" Tony could see his nose twitching. That was
good. He was nervous. Tony liked it when he was nervous like
that.

“I had enough of this shit,” she said.

“What shit?”

“Us. You see us? You know what you’re seeing?
Don’t you want to just puke when you see us?”

Whitey sneezed.

“What you talking about?” said Leroy.

“Just what I said. We’re shit. We’re fucking
babies, all this baby trash we do.”

Leroy’s eye hitched, but he held his ground.
“What trash you talking about? Think them cows thought we was just
a bunch of bitin' flies when we hit their butts with them bb’s? We
drew blood! Think them folks thought the tooth fairy took their
mail to Never-Never Land?"

"Bitin’ flies!" giggled DeeWee. “Cows thought
we was bitin’ flies!”

Tony scoffed, “Think Little Joe's boots is
baby? Huh? I’ll give you baby. That b.b. gun. Like that little kid
in that movie they been showin’ over and over on channel 45. He
wanted a bb gun for Christmas. Oh, ain’t he just so bad, now? Asked
Santa for the gun."

"You saying I got this gun from Santa?" said
Leroy. He pulled off his sunglasses. His dark, snowman eyes looked
even darker.

“You ain't making sense," said Whitey
tentatively.

"And you pissin' me off," said Leroy. "Ain't
nothing I can't hit with my bb gun. I can take off your pimply nose
with it. I can take out your whole face if I wanted to, whiny baby.
Bang-bang-bang, out like a star at the carnival shooting gallery.
Nothing left but that shitty haircut on top your scalp."

"Don't ever call me whiny baby," Tony
said.

Leroy popped open the door. A tiny piece of
cotton blew in on a breeze. "You want out right now, Tony? I’ll
pull your ass over the seat and throw you out. Thought you was cool
like a guy, Tony. You just whiny like a brat."

“Whiny little brat,” said Buddy.

"Who asked you into this?" Tony knocked
Buddy's cap off and yanked a fistful of hair from his scalp. Blood
beaded on the raw flesh. Buddy yelped and grabbed his head.

"Hold your tongue," Tony said. "Or I’ll pull
that out, too!” She threw the hair into Buddy’s lap. Some still
clung to her fingers and she wiped it off on Buddy’s headrest.
Whimpering, Buddy held the wad of hair to his head as if he might
be able to put it back.

“Listen to me, everybody,” said Tony. “We
should be doin’ big stuff. Real stuff. Or we should just go back to
suckin’ Mama’s titties for all the good we are.”

“Like what stuff?"

“I been thinkin’ about a robbery.”

Leroy blew air through his teeth. “Big deal,
Tony. We steal stuff all the time.”

“Not like that. Not stealing. Robbin’.
There’s a difference, case you didn’t know. Show the firepower. Rob
‘em blind. Leave our mark on something besides cow asses."

“Arm robbery! Steal a arm!” laughed
DeeWee.

“Who we gonna rob?” said Whitey. “There ain’t
nothin’ around here. And we ain’t got no cars that could make it
all the way to Richmond or over to Portsmouth."

Tony felt the blood stir in the backs of her
hands. Hot, cold. Hot, cold. That new nigger at the Exxon would
shit her lacy little drawers. Out the dirty window dry grasses
strummed the air and the clouds boiled in the white sky; Tony could
smell the shit and the sweat. “It’ll be the best,” she said. “Stick
'em up! Hand it over! Money in the bag, now, you stupid bitch!”

“What bitch?” said Leroy.

"’Possum!" shouted DeeWee.

A scraggly opossum had appeared on the
roadside gravel. It waddled into some brush near the car.

Tony’s head was itching again, and she fought
to keep her hand from scratching. “Bitch at a bank,” she said with
a shrug, not caring to share her personal vendetta with the other
Hot Heads because it didn’t matter. She’d kill two birds with one
stone with the robbery she had planned. “Bitch at the store, the
gas station, whatever, crying, ‘Oh, help me help me! Lord save me!
Take what you want and leave me alone!’ Fucking pussies.”

Little Joe's booted foot slipped down onto
Tony's and she slammed it back with a kick so hard to his shin she
could hear the denim rip. Little Joe grimaced but made no
sound.

“Well,” said Buddy. He looked at Leroy for
direction.

“Well, well, well,” giggled DeeWee.

Leroy pulled the passenger door shut. He
rubbed his mouth. “You know,” he said. “Ain’t too bad a idea, even
if I didn’t come up with it myself.”

“A good idea?” said Buddy. “Sure, we just get
our asses blowed off and for what? Some packs of cigarettes?”

“Back on the road, Buddy,” said Leroy.

“Leroy…,” said Buddy.

“Drive!”

The car pulled back onto the road. Nobody
said anything for a few minutes. They passed a row of small signs,
sitting deep in weeds. Each one bore a single word.

"Jesus."

"Loves."

"You."

"Repent."

"Or”

“Burn."

"In."

"Hell."

“Hell!” giggled DeeWee, pointing at the final
sign.

Another minute of silence. Tony sat back
against the seat and grabbed her elbows with her hands. She pulled
her arms tightly into her stomach until she couldn’t catch her
breath. Let Leroy think it over. He was as bored as she was. He
hated things as much as she did.

One, two, three, four, five, six,
seven….

Then Leroy said, “Tony’s right. We gotta do
something to show we got balls.”

“Tony ain’t got balls,” said DeeWee. “Girls
got holes!”

"What we gonna rob?" asked Little Joe.
"Pippins ain't got nothing but the grocery, the Exxon, churches,
and the old engine shop. And Capron ain't got more than
Pippins."

Something crawled from Tony’s ear to the nape
of her neck. Maybe it was lice after all. She pinched her elbows to
keep from scratching. "Exxon's got a money machine we could whack
off the wall. Got a cash register, too, and only Mrs. Martin works
there in the day. We know the place. Ain't no surprises. She don’t
have a gun. We’d hold all the cards."

DeeWee picked something out of his nose and
rubbed it on his sleeve.

“We’ll make the news,” said Tony. “Be on T.V.
Kids other places always making news for stuff they do. And their
mamas, oh, shit, there they stand with their head up their asses
lookin’ all surprised. They stand there lookin’ at the T.V. camera,
wiping their eyes, crying, ‘I had no idea she would do that! Oh!
It’s so terrible!’ Fuck it, it’d be great!” Ecstatic laughter
bubbled up in the back of Tony’s throat; she swallowed it back.

In the rearview outside the passenger window,
Tony saw Leroy's jaw clench in and out and in and out. “Yeah, this
is good, man, this is good. But we gotta wear something they can't
know who we is."

"No shit," said Tony. “I coulda told you
that. You gave me time I woulda told you that.”

“Gotta get real guns.”

“That we do.”

“What if we get caught?” said Buddy.

“Stay home, that the way you feel. We don’t
need you.”

The car reached an intersection and Buddy,
for once, stopped at the stop sign. Straight ahead was more
countryside, leading to the town of Pippins. To the right, down a
couple tenths of a mile, were the Presbyterian Church and the
Riverside Holiness Church, side by side as if they really got
along, which they didn't since the Presbyterians had Halloween
parties for their kids and the Holiness folks believed it to be of
the devil. To the left was a field with cattle and the road leading
to the row of houses where Tony lived.

"Who's got a real gun?" asked Leroy.

"My great-uncle Henry does," said Little Joe.
"Under his mattress. Got some kinda pistol."

"Ammo?" asked Tony.

"Who has a pistol and no ammo? Morons, that’s
who!"

"He home now, your great-uncle?"

Little Joe sat up straight, like he finally
felt he had something worth offering. "He don't go to work 'til two
o'clock. But then ain't nobody home 'til after five."

“I got a gun at home, too,” said Tony.
“Revolver. Was my dad’s.”

"Well, then," said Leroy.

DeeWee said, "Well, then!" He giggled.

"Buddy, drop us all off at our places," said
Leroy. "Everybody find a disguise to wear. Then Buddy'll pick
everybody back up ‘bout four o’clock. We'll go do us the Exxon
store. We won’t let nobody know who we are, but we gonna show ‘em
what we are!"

"But we didn’t get our doughnut sticks yet,"
said Whitey.

Tony grabbed Whitey's ear across Little Joe’s
lap and pulled it until he shrieked.

"Shut your mouth about the doughnuts, don’t
you care about important things?" Tony said. "And find a good
disguise. Make yourself look like a white boy or Mexican boy or
Chinese boy or something."

Tony let go of Whitey's ear, gave Little
Joe's boots another kick, sat back, and looked out at the world
through the snotty-slicked window. Her heart raced; the blood in
her fingers was fiery. She counted the pulses and got to nearly two
hundred before the car slowed down in front of her little house and
it was time to get out.

Gonna do. For once in our lives, we're gonna
do! Won’t Mam just love this? Won’t the Martin bitch just dump in
her prissy little drawers?

Tony’s pants tugged and her head itched but
this time, they felt good.
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It was the urine on
the floor that threw everything over the edge, a small puddle,
intentionally leaked there by Willie Harrold, a fine, upstanding
student in the fourth grade. Willie was short, with black hair,
blue eyes and groping hands. He had quite the history, little
Willie. He explored the forms beneath the shirts of every fourth
grade female who happened to wander within his reach. Willie bit
kindergarteners on the playground then said he didn’t. He cussed
and stole anything small enough to fit into his book bag or
pockets. And to keep Willie free to continue his antics, his father
swore a lawsuit every time Willie was removed from the mainstream
of the classroom and put into a study carrel or seated on the bench
outside the principal's office.

"Look what Willie did!" Marion Kiddel shouted
from her desk. Kate McDolen, who had been standing at the front of
the room in her peach sweater and gray wool skirt, writing on the
chalk board, fine, yellow chalk dust coating her hands, showing
once again that adjectives described things, adjectives like
"happy" and "sunny" and "snowy" and "soft" made writing stories
much more FUN! spun about on her toe. She stared where
Marion was pointing.

Some of the students were in their seats,
also staring. Most of the students were up and giggling, glancing
between the teacher and culprit. Jenny Wise, slumped in her desk
near the door, had actually looked up from the fingernail polish
she'd been picking at and was paying attention.

"He went on the floor, just standing there
like a dog and went on the floor!" This was Christopher May. He was
Willie's best friend. His prime pleasure in life was heralding
Willie's accomplishments.

Willie himself had his arms crossed and his
mouth open in a wide grin, revealing the crooked teeth his daddy
didn't have time to have fixed at the free dental clinic because he
was too busy with lawyers, working up law suits against the school
system.

Happy. Sunny.

Insane.

Kate felt her fingers crush around the stub
of yellow chalk.

Impotent.

The arthritic spot in her jaw clicked. She
said, "Sit down, everyone. Right now."

Most everyone slid into seats. A few students
on the periphery of the classroom remained standing. They didn't
want to miss the view. Christopher dropped into his seat, not
taking his gaze off Willie.

Standard question, coming up. Standard,
worthless teacher question. "Willie," Kate asked. "Why did you do
that?"

And Willie's standard, broken-record
response. "Do what?"

Jaws clenched, as tightly as her fingers on
the chalk. Fuzzy, furious stars rising in the corner of her vision.
Her sweater no longer keeping out the chill of the classroom air in
December. "I asked you a question."

Willie grinned. "I didn't do nothin’. Why you
always picking on me?"

Jenny scrunched her eyebrows. Another girl
giggled then put her hand over her mouth. Christopher popped his
lips and bounced the heel of his shoe off the floor, enthralled
with the diversion. The showdown rarely varied from its usual
choreography. It was an old movie known well by the students. The
ending never changed. Willie did whatever he pleased. Ms. McDolen
kept her cool and sent Willie to the office after a heated
argument. Show over. Willie one. Ms. McDolen zip.

Hopeless. Impotent.

Kate took ten slow breaths. A routine that
was supposed to work. Take a few moments, breathe slowly, and
you can put things into perspective. Things need to be in
perspective. Teachers were patient, understanding. Teachers
always knew how to maintain control, regardless of the
circumstances. Teachers were good with perspectives. It's what they
were paid for; it's what they were trained for. God bless
teachers.

God bless us, every one.

Willie looked at Christopher and grinned.

"Go to the office, Willie," said Kate. The
veins in the backs of her hands tingled the way they did when she
took three cold tablets instead of two. I hate this. This is
wrong. It’s always wrong.

Willie licked his finger off then wiped it on
his jeans leg. "Can't make me," he said. "My daddy said you
couldn't make me leave 'cause it's against my rights. I gotta get
my education.”

"Go to the office now."

"You can't make me."

What is wrong with me? Why can’t I ever get
this right? He’s a child, for heaven’s sake, a little delinquent,
but I’m the adult here.

"'Gainst my rights. You can't boss me, you
can't touch me, neither."

This is insane.

“Can’t touch me! Can’t touch me!”

I can't do this anymore. I’ve tried, God,
for three years I’ve tried and I just can’t do it anymore.

Kate McDolen, trained professional, patient
teacher, leader and guide to young minds, felt the snap in her
neck. Felt the electric clotting behind her eyes, static and
immense. The chalk dropped from her fingers and bounced, once, on
the floor by her Easy Spirit pumps.

Willie sniffed, a harsh, challenging
sound.

When she spoke this time, her heartbeat was
in her mouth. Her tongue tasted of metal. "Willie. Go. Now."

Here’s your last chance, Willie. Here it is.
Take it.

Please, just this once, Willie.

Willie, grinning, "I'm sick of you trying to
tell me what to do. Call my daddy and see what he says."

"Go."

"Ain't going." The smile given to
Christopher, the nasal snicker.

You little shit, just go!

“Ain’t going ain’t going ain’t going ain’t
going!” A shrug.

Maybe it was the shrug more than it was the
pee.

But in that second Kate was rushing from her
desk in a whirl of sweater and skirt and chalky fingers and she was
slamming her fist against little Willie Harrold's grinning face and
sending that little grinning face with the body to which it was
attached to the floor like a roped calf in a rodeo. The boy fell on
his butt, crumpled onto his back, and slid several feet, thumping
into a couple of the nearby desks on his way. When he gasped and
looked up, there was a streak of blood on his face.

A slight alteration in the usual Willie-Kate
dance. Just a minor change of routine.

"Whoa!" shouted Christopher.

"Mrs. McDolen!" screamed Marion Kiddel.

Kate stared at the boy on the floor. She was
panting as if she’d just run a mile. The teacher in her said she
should offer him her hand and help him up and then proceed to
figure out how the hell to remedy this situation. To apologize, to
do some quick double-talk to gloss over the situation. But she
couldn't.

Not this time.

Her heart drove against her ribs like the
gloves of a prizefighter hammering home his final blows.

Kate turned on her heel, walked back to her
desk and said, "Marion, go to the office and tell Mr. Byron that I
need him immediately." Her voice was steeled and far away in her
ear.

And as she returned to the chalkboard and
picked up a nice, new stick of chalk, to continue her lesson on
adjectives, the only one she could think of was "fucked."

 



5

“What is that you’re
wearing?” asked Mistie’s teacher.

Mistie looked down at herself. She had on her
coat. She had on her pretty nightie. Princess Silverlace had a pink
gown like this.

The other children at the math table stopped
playing with the colorful little base ten logs and stared at her.
They never talked much to Mistie except to tell her when to get in
line or when to get away from them.

“Mistie?” repeated the teacher. “Let me
see.”

Mistie stood still while the teacher pulled
back the coat and looked at the nightie. “My goodness, just what is
that?”

Mistie put her finger in her ear.

“Mistie, what are you wearing?”

Mistie thought of Princess Silverlace on
Nick. Princess Silverlace was beautiful like Tessa except she was
older and taller and she had a crown that glittered gold and
silver. She wore a long, pink, and sparkly gown. She had a throne
in a castle and everybody loved her. People gave her presents
because they loved her and she did good things for the people
because she loved them. Mistie watched it when her Daddy wasn’t
around. When he was around he would say, “What’s that shit? I
didn’t work out gettin’ cable to waste it on this crap,” and turn
the channel.

“Is that your night gown?” asked the
teacher.

Mistie rubbed the acetate and it felt
good.

“Mistie, I’m writing a note. I want you to
take it to the office and give it to the secretary. Do you
understand me?”

Mistie nodded. She knew where the office was.
It was a bright place with grownups. It had a bench and it had
potted plants.

The teacher scribbled something on paper at
her desk. She put the note into Mistie’s hand. Mistie didn’t read
it. She wasn’t good at reading.

“That’s all, Mistie. Go on.”

Mistie went on.
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The teachers' lounge
was empty. Most of the teachers regularly ate in the cafeteria with
their students, even though they were allowed a duty-free day once
a week. Today was no different. It was 12:24 p.m. The fourth and
fifth grades were at lunch working their way through potato
barrels, oily green beans, and oven-fried chicken. It wasn't Kate's
duty-free day but she'd hastily traded with another fourth grade
teacher, Benita Little, who didn't care one way or other because
she not only ate in the cafeteria with her students every day, she
actually sat with them instead of at the teachers' table by the
stage.

Kate had eaten lunch with her students every
day for the first two years. But not this year.

This year teaching had dissolved into a
shadow of most everything else in her life. Dull and uninspired. A
set of motions which did little but spin circles around each
other.

Through the lounge wall was muffled cafeteria
commotion, the buzz of one hundred twenty-some students and
occasional ping of the bell from the teachers' table, indicating
the noise level was too high. In the corner of the lounge, the
Pepsi machine hummed. The photocopy machine in the office down the
hall chunked and clunked as it plagiarized a coloring book for one
of the kindergarten teachers.

But the most insistent noise came from Kate's
head.

Mr. Byron and Willie's father will talk with
you tomorrow morning at seven thirty.

Kate closed her eyes, took her head in both
hands and shook it like she shook the Pepsi machine when it ate her
quarters. The humming in her mind rattled a-rhythmically, and then
settled down again to the excruciating clamor.

Mr. Byron called Willie's father because
Willie cut his face on the leg of a desk when you knocked him down
and he needed stitches. We have a serious situation on our hands.
Willie's mother and father will be tomorrow at seven thirty sharp.
You must have that accident report filled out and everything in
order before they get here.

The principal, Mr. Byron, had come to the
classroom a few minutes after the incident, with Marion Kiddel
bouncing beside him, her teeth chewing her lower lip, her eyes
huge. "Here he is, Mrs. McDolen," she'd said in case poor Mrs.
McDolen had gone so crazy that she could no longer recognize her
superior. Willie was shrieking that he was dying, that Mrs. McDolen
had killed him, and the rest of the students in the class,
amazingly, were too stunned to do anything but stare at the
wreckage and wait to see what was going to happen. Willie had been
escorted by the principal back to the office, but right before
lunch, he had returned to Kate's room.

"Willie’s family is going to require more
than an apology," Mr. Byron had said, taking her aside as her
students lined up to go to lunch. In one hand he had clenched a
blank accident report form
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