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• Dedication •

For Brandon and my father:

two good men








• Epigraph •

Women are never virgins. Purity is a negative state and therefore contrary to nature.

—William Faulkner, The Sound and the Fury








• Contents •

Dedication

Epigraph

Good Girl

Acknowledgments

About the Author

Credits

Copyright

About the Publisher








• Good Girl •

A year before Jacob’s son, Tommy, was arrested for raping a fifteen-year-old girl, the police chief came to his shop about the dog. Tommy’s dog—a pit bull bitch. Tommy had brought her home the week he graduated from high school, a pup in an old Nike shoe box, eyes just opened. And Jacob had said, “You’re not bringing that dog here,” but he soon gave in, letting his son keep her on a blanket in the toolshed; weeks later he said, “You’re not bringing that dog in the house,” but he gave in on that, too, and the dog started sleeping on the living room couch, the same spot where his wife, Nora, had liked sitting when she was alive.

The one thing he’d held firm on, he thought at the time, was the treatment of the animal. Tommy wanted her mean, wanted to beat her and chain her to weights and mix gunpowder into her dog food. Now Jacob wasn’t one of those animal rights nut-jobs, and he’d never really liked dogs, or any kind of pet, for that matter—always had to scrub his hands clean after petting one, and even then he’d go to bed sure that fleas and ticks were crawling all over him, setting up camp in the graying curly hairs of his underarms or groin. But he was softer in his middle age than he’d once been—less casual about life since Nora’s passing—and he wouldn’t stand back while the poor animal was tortured, made crazy by one of his son’s misguided whims. So he’d stood his ground. He started feeding her when he noticed Tommy was forgetting to, scratching her belly when Tommy was gone and she seemed slow and disconsolate, and at some point—maybe the day he got home from work and she met him at the front porch, bouncing on her hind legs, eyes buggy and worshipful—he realized he loved her, he was grateful to have her. Though he never said so to Tommy, he felt a bittersweet certainty that Nora would have loved her, too—good as she’d always been with rough beasts, himself at one time no exception. It was easy, on nights when Tommy slept away and the house felt as open and empty as a tobacco warehouse in January, to imagine the dog as his last connection to Nora, to anything good like Nora. It was a desperate way to feel.

The police chief in Roma, Kentucky, was Perry Whitebridge. He’d been a year behind Jacob in high school, a soft-spoken kid with duct tape holding his boots together, which wasn’t so uncommon in the county back then, when Jacob himself sometimes snacked on wild onions from the side of the road to keep his stomach from rumbling. Jacob ran a gun shop now, and he had a contract with the city: they purchased their weapons and ammunition from him at a fair price, and Jacob took care of the cleaning and maintenance of their guns for free. So Jacob had come to know Perry, respected him, and even drank a beer or two with him some nights at the American Legion. Two womanless men: Jacob, a widower, and Perry, just plain unlucky. Or maybe lucky—Jacob knew him, but not well enough to understand how the man felt about those things.

Perry came to the gun shop on a crisp afternoon in early autumn, and Jacob knew from the look on his face that something was up. But he tried to play it normal, thinking Tommy must’ve gotten himself in some trouble, stuck in a situation that would cost Jacob money or face. “Look what the cat dragged in,” he said. He wiped the big glass display counter with some Windex and an old rag, looking at his reflection with the guns crisscrossing below it. Perry was taking off his hat by the brim with one hand and patting his coarse blond hairs over to one side with the other; Jacob could see this reflected too as the man walked up.

“Got to talk to you, Jake,” Perry said.

“Talk, then.” He stole something. A car, maybe. Broke in somewhere. Jesus.

“This is hard, man.” Perry grabbed the counter, putting greasy smears on the glass.

Jacob sighed. “Lay it on me.”

“Your dog, Jake. Tommy’s dog, I mean. She got into some trouble up the road.”

Jacob was tempted to feel relieved. He imagined overturned garbage cans, the contents strewn across a neighbor’s yard. A dead rabbit lying on someone’s front stoop. “What kind of trouble?”

“She bit someone—that little girl about two miles up from your place, across from the Methodist church.”

“The Pryor girl?”

Perry nodded.

Jacob’s heart started to beat up in his throat. “Oh, Jesus. How bad is it?”

“She’s going to be all right,” Perry said, and if Jacob had been the crying type, he might have started right then. He knew the girl by sight: she was a frail, wild little thing, ranging the neighborhood in her bare feet when the weather was warm enough, so filthy that she wore a ring of dirt round her neck like a piece of jewelry. Feral and almost unbearably lovely. He knew the dog, too: when they played, and Jacob teased her with a thick hank of rope with a knot tied at the end of it, she just about ripped his arm out of the socket trying to yank it free. His mind was putting these two images together, the child and the animal, the scrawny arms and those square, locked jaws. He felt sick.

“It could’ve been worse,” Perry said. “The dog laid into her leg pretty hard. Mrs. Pryor had to whack her upside the head with a shovel to knock her loose, long enough to get the kid inside. She called me, but the dog was gone by the time I got out there.”

“What should I do?”

Perry’s face was shiny. “I’m supposed to get the dog warden out to your place, have her put down. That’s what I’m supposed to do. And the family could press charges against you.”

“Shit,” Jacob said.

Perry leaned in. “They’re good folks, though, and the little girl’s gonna be all right, like I said. You give them some money for their bills and a little bit extra, they’ll let it go. And do something about that dog. Pen her up, send her to your cousin’s in Timbuktu, whatever. I don’t know. I’m willing to let this one slide, Jake. Dogs go funny every now and then. Just don’t make me regret it.”

Jacob shook his hand. “I’m grateful. I mean it. And you won’t regret it.”

Perry smiled, the lines in the corners of his eyes folded like a stack of clean towels. “No, I’m sure I won’t.”

Jacob closed the shop right after Perry left and drove straight home. Tommy was gone, of course; he worked fifteen to twenty hours a week for a construction company down in Springfield, Tennessee, spent the rest of his time either messing around with that girl he was seeing—Leela, who was twenty-six and had three kids already and a loose fold of stretch-marked skin that hung over the top of her low-slung jeans, but at least had her tubes tied—or getting wasted with his work buddies, pot or beer, whatever they could get cheaper that day. Jacob was lucky to get a meal in with the kid once a week, and even then he often had to tempt him with something nice, like dinner out at Ponderosa. He realized that he should probably put Tommy out of the house, make him scrape up a living on his own—he was nineteen now, and Jacob was making it too easy for him to waste what little he made on cigarettes and alcohol—but he couldn’t do it. Just couldn’t. The living was lonely since Nora passed, and Jacob walked around with the dread, the looming possibility of a life by himself in his little house in the country: watching reruns of Bonanza every night on television, eating pork and beans straight out of the can, not bothering to heat them up. Seeing Nora’s shadow in her garden in the backyard, now two seasons overgrown. The skeletons of tomato plants—he’d once, because of her, known the names of them all, the Better Boys and Early Girls and Brandywines—still clung to the cages she’d staked them with, like starved prisoners.

Tommy was gone already, mostly, but Jacob would miss the smell of the boy’s cologne, his white athletic socks balled in dirty wads on the living room floor. Even his tired eyes
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