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EIGHT DAYS IN OAK LAKE

CYNTHIA EUBANKS

ENGLISH

ABSTRACT

Eight Days in Oak Lake is an incomplete fictionalael about teenage Laine

Reardon, who finds her life in turmoil after hemiidy embarks on a trip to Oak Lake,
Mississippi, for a family reunion. On the trip, bailearns a disturbing secret about her

father, and she is reunited with her childhoodnidieJake Donnelly.

With sisters she often does not understand anch{zando have their own
problems, Laine seeks solace in the now-grown beygsew up with. As she struggles to
understand her feelings for Jake and deal withdlielation about her father, Laine is
crushed by a secret that Jake has been hidinglasSive puts her feelings of betrayal
aside to maintain her family’s image by attending teunion. Laine must decide whether
to expose the secrets or to move on and let gerfitnt and anger. The story touches on
issues of sibling rivalry, family dynamics, yourayé and the transition from adolescence

to adult-hood.
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CHAPTER 1

| slammed through the iron storm door and hurreedard the lake after supper to
get out, just to breathe, defying my emotions, s&fg to cry. I'd wept enough the night
before. Windy and grey, cooler than normal thistiof year for Oak Lake, Mississippi, |

untied my green, hooded sweatshirt from my waist@uled it on as | walked.

The wind stuck my heavy curls to my thick chapistighich | slathered on when
stressed. Standing still, | let the long, densansts stick in my mouth, while the ends
flapped and tickled my cheek. | could take the gange. | did not have to respond to the
burden. could handle much more, terrible things, probaldlythe edge of the choppy
lake, | looked across at the thick, dark woodsished | could take off up into the air,
then dive down, piercing the water and swim awkg & hardy sea creature, pushing past

the alligators and other hurtful things with baralfouch.

Some geese struggled up off of the lake with opergsy and flew away from the

restless water.

| thought about our drive out there just a few dagfore. It had been great. |
mean it was normal. Just like all the other trip&stan’s. | couldn’t remember what I'd
thought about on the drive in, whatever it was,mw | was jealous. Jealous from what

was forced in its place. Jealous, and confused. aborce.

Maggie’s mini, yellow cash register chimed as itthe floor. | glanced back to

see her deceptively angelic, two-year-old faceanket balled up by her head — being



lulled to sleep by the motion of the car. Toy=ligd the floor beneath her clown-print car
seat. Yawning, | stuck my wrinkled tennis-team ietinLittle Dorrit to mark the page,
and shoved it behindburney my journal, in the seat-pocket in front of mel ¢jiven
Journeyher name five years earlier when | started wrjtatgwelve. WithJourney | felt

like there was some, real journal-person out thieleng in whatever | wanted to say.
Though early attempts of “whatever | wanted to sayJourneywere to be put on

Daddy’s brush burn-pile in the back yard.

Daddy foundJourneyannoying. If | was at home on the back-porch swaoig,
writing anywhere, and he wanted my help in his vgbdp or to ride with him to the land-
fill or hardware store, he’d lecture me on “piddjiaway” my time. Yet if he was read-
ing in his chair and | sat withourneyon the couch, Daddy rarely complained. Mama
didn’t mind my long stretches with Journey, too mmuas long as my chores and studying

were done.
| pulled out my phone. Still no texts from McKenna.

McKenna was my tough and protective best frienchda¢h the surface, this girl
with snow-white legs who wore plaid miniskirts haadl enormous heart, though at times

guestionable and emotionless logic, for helpingiliaand friends.

Just outside of Meridian, Mississippi, we hit a um the road and Maggie
awoke looking glossy-eyed and stunned. Daddy heaheld the wooly brown floor mats
of the Yukon the day before the trip, and it sneelike carpet cleaner and Mama’s pear
hand lotion. He'd spent half of the same day lyimgler the jacked-up car changing the
oil, and | had spent a hot hour on the pavemendingrhim tools and a greasy, red rag.

Four daughters, and | was always his helper. Aghpat twenty-nine months, Maggie



didn’t really count yet. I'd cut grass, plantedviler beds and handed Daddy tools — fa-
miliar with each one in the rusty, red tool boxi-the scorching boat while he repaired

the motor. | drove ski and fishing boats as goodrgdody | knew.

Kay studied business finance at Vanderbilt muctinefyear, and her prim, fifties-
style clothes hardly invited grease and grass stdiwelve-year-old Bethany could out-
whine anybody, and she always had a “life-and-dgatbject she was working on,
which usually involved a captive neighbor, facenpaand a camera. Helping Daddy
didn’t bother me too much, though. I'd write or deduring the long, assistant-mechanic
stretches in the sun, and | liked being able td Hta lawn mower by myself, which Kay

couldn’t do.
“Tractors!”

| jumped as Daddy yelled like a stadium vendoiisglhotdogs, alerting us of
landmarks we’d passed many times on the drive &mGr Her house was in Oak Lake,
which was “smack-dab,” as Daddy would say, in theédbe of the flat, fertile Mississippi
Delta. The ten-foot high, faded word was paintedrenside of a short, white hardware
store — the fenced side yard housed green andwethators for rent and some large
rusty metal machinery. Daddy craned his neck te talevery piece of massive equip-
ment, as though they were show girls and he didaitt to miss any angle of gartered,

netted legs, before they passed out of sight.

Daddy mumbled, jerking his big shoulders and singito see. “Grandaddy used

to have a tractor just like that...”

“Papa Rearden?” Mama turned a crisp page in hectie¢ novel.



“Yeah...never did let me drive it. Too precious, kgs.”
“Brrr, Phil.” Mama shivered. “Are you-girls cold?”

“Yes.” Four, frustrated female voices rang out imson. Three, actually. Mag-

gie’s “yeeees” came after a pause — the routine ether three, big sisters.

Pulling her chenille, camel-colored blanket up haghher chest, Mama pushed
her black hair behind her shoulder. Her face walsiisg), almost exotic, and none of us —
oldest, three daughters — shared her coloring. @wlpaby sister, Maggie, -- the “sur-

prise Rearden” — had the same large, silky, datkewand eyes.

“l can turn it down.” Daddy gave his offer-to-dorsething-in-a grouchy-tone-so-

the-other-person-will-decline bit.

Recognizing his tone, Mama adjusted her blankétraturned to her book.

“You're sitting in the sun. We’ll manage.”

Daddy yelled over his shoulder, “Bethany, get ntiak from the cooler — one
from the bottom, please.” His voice cut through ¢haelike the sun pushing in the win-
dows. He spoke deliberately, as to avoid the ne@dgeat himself. Anxious and irritable
on trips, he’d relax when we finally arrived at blsldhood home. Next to me Bethany
unbuckled and moped to the back of the car. | heardnd water sloshing around behind

the back seat, and | knew the freezing feeling grknuckles well.

Above her dark-red reading glasses, Mama watchduaBg follow orders. If we
didn’t make waves then Daddy wouldn’t get aggradatéhich meant less waves for
Mama, and she caught the most flak when he wasutidgd. Drawn-out lectures,

mainly. If she’d speak her opinion, it might be better. Dmight be worse.



With Kay at twenty, me at seventeen, Bethany alvisvand Maggie at two-and-
a-half, arguments cropped up at thirty-minute ves. After graduation, Kay was plan-
ning to marry the dashing Tom Westmore, a lankigwefinance major on Vandy’s
rowing team. “Dashing” always came out first whespbke Tom’s name; there was no
other way. My hopes were that college preoccupatwould lessen Kay’s presence on

family trips.

Just then, Kay was a victim of Bethany’s drinkieatal. “Bethany, you got water
on my laptop — this project is for my investmentisiss.” Kay shooed water droplets off
of her blouse and khaki shorts, before runninghaeds back-and-forth across her short

strand of colorless pearls.

“You get it next time, Kay.” Bethany made her wayto Daddy before slamming
back into her middle-seat next to me again. She Wack to tracing a baby panda from

the cover of her notebook.

Maggie yelled her ABC'’s in the back, until Kay rbad over and plugged her
mouth with a blue sucker. Clinching a plastic, gelldrum stick in one hand and Mama’s
cell phone in the other — both sprinkled with drgbsticky, blue drool — Maggie kicked

her left leg up and down, attempting to throw céf barely clinging sock.

“Give me the blanket, Kay, you have Mom’s sweatégaid to Kay who was co-

cooned in the only blanket in the back of the gtakr.

“No, I'm settled in. The blanket’s covering my ged@esides, you have more meat
on your body to keep you warm.” My older sistemnsug) satisfaction made me want to

smack her.



“We can't all be snobs like you, Kay.” | kept calm

Kay started prattling, "What do you mean? I'mashob. What does me keeping

this blanket on my legs have to do with me beisgab?”
“You don't need it...”

Shooting us a look, Mama spoke to end our sg&itls, be sweet. Thank you for
Daddy's drink, Bethany — now be careful and doathbkr your sisters. And girls — watch

how you talk to each other.”

| started to dread my sisters’ company at Gram& the coming week, and | al-
most wished | was still at school. My eleventh-grgdar had just ended at Riverton, my
private high school of about five-hundred studewtsere | kept busy with tennis and my
art club. As I looked out from my cool car seatte blistering day, | imagined flying
away to visit James Herriot’'s English countrysidéhaut loud and sticky sisters beside

me.

Normally at that time of the day, I'd be witnessidgvid Mills and Chase Carter's
performances in French class. David infused thagghfje vomir” ("l vomit") every third
sentence, and Chase interrupted Ms. Weeks evenyimgaio praise her expertise and in-
quire about different ways of making declaratiohdag love in French. The poor lady

was always flustered and losing her place and, teldhy, | was too entertained to stop it.

Just then, Maggie broke her silence. “No suckeng ffung the candy at Kay,
who inhaled half of the car’s air and froze. Thekst candy swung from her neat, blonde

bob.

“Nobody move — | can fix this.” Bethany unbucklaxdd jumped on Kay.



“Phil, pull over, | need to help her.” Mama said.

“I'm not pulling over.” Daddy shot Mama a warnitapk. “We just stopped in
Eutaw for everybody to go to the bathroom. We'r&kimg terrible time, I'm not stopping

again.”

Cheap gas in Eutaw made Daddy wake everyonerfaralatory bathroom trip.
Maggie had had the pleasure of a diaper changeeoside, floorboard of the car, and her

screaming could be heard over the hand dryersansid

“My sucker.” Maggie erupted in tears. “Want suckack.” She turned purple and

tugged at her car-seat straps in the hopes of imgeédee and reclaiming the hairy sucker.
“Bethany, get off me. You're making it worse.” Kagid.

“If you'd let me finish, | could have fixed it” Bbany, the misunderstood genius,

pouted in her seat.

Kay glared straight ahead, and dug her fingermaitsher thin, pale knees.
Thanks to Bethany’s help, her hair was wrapped giyugyound the sucker, and the mas-

sive clump stuck out from her head like a fat hamsitting above her right ear.
“Daddy, pull over.” Kay demanded.
Maggie continued to scream.

Mama’s arm slung around in front of me with a nblue sucker in hand. | un-
wrapped it and handed it to Maggie, whose screastimgped at once. She giggled
through the words, “Maggie’s sucker,” though teaese still streaming down her

cheeks.



“I swanny, you-girls, if it's not one thing it'shather.” Daddy grunted and shook

his head. “If you could just act right for ten mias, we might get where we’re going.”

Bethany’s expert, sucker-removing skills had gonappreciated, and she sat
with tight arms crossed. Daddy grumbled about ggttho respect,” and Kay fumed, at-
tempting to will the car to stop. | needed to gt af the car. The ride from Birmingham,

Alabama to Oak Lake, Mississippi had somehow gdtrger.



CHAPTER 2

In Gran’s driveway, Kay flew out and was in the gelbefore | made it out of the
car. The rest of us piled out. Standing on the gjrdviveway across from the sparkling

lake, Daddy’s expression had relaxed.

| had just stepped in to the foyer at Gran’s, wheaw him standing at the other
end of the long hallway that sidles the stairc&®colate hardwoods ran straight from
my tennis shoes to his worn-out boots, and | fomydelf staring at him as | reached to
hang my bag on the wall. With one hand in his jgaocket and the other in the back of

his wavy hair, he was talking to someone on therodide of the door frame.
It took me a moment to realize that | was lookihdake Donnelly.

| had heard he’d moved back to Oak Lake, thoughli€en a few years since |
had seen him. He seemed to have the same pleasanembut his dimples were now
hidden by stubble, and the tip of a tattoo showmfunder the sleeve of his shirt. He

didn’t look like the chubby friend I'd fished witto many times.

Apparently, in my distraction, | had made severauccessful attempts to hang
my bag on the wall when Bethany, who was standetgrial me and waiting to pass, lost

her patience. She spoke in her usual, overblowmsran

“Laine, hang up your bag — it's not that hard.” sty groaned. As | looked at
her | realized that she had defied mom in the ndrpaut on her play-time makeup she’'d

gotten at Christmas. Her eyes were decorated watks/ pinks and purples. A leotard



10

with high, peacock feathers in back would have deted her look for a stage.

“Bethany, please — my eardrum.” | rubbed my ead, &as glad to see that Jake

hadn’t turned around to see us bicker.

Bethany clutched her favorite new gadget, a bpatld cassette tape recorder
that Mama had found while cleaning out boxes inattie. She took it everywhere she
went, and kept it in a bright-green camera bag wikbng shoulder-strap, which she wore
underneath her blonde side braid. Clutching thecgeBethany hurried into the family

room. | glanced again at Jake as | followed her.

Gran, Aunt May, Uncle Red and my cousins, Will &aith were scattered
around the room. They were already chatting aldeaitéunion. Aunt May and others or-
ganized the event for every other June, and she2d balling Mama and Daddy for
months to fill them in on the plans: a formal dinméth brunch the next morning. They
called it a reunion, but it had grown into moreadancy party; lots of people from all
around Oak Lake came. This year they were holdiaginton Manor, a renovated

southern mansion turned wedding and event hall.

“Bethany, Laine — hugs!” Gran reached for us wighaky, jeweled hand. “You

girls won’t stop growing, no matter what | say.”

“Have they run out of girls’ shoes at all of therss?” Gran shot a look at Beth-
any’s black converse, and glanced big-eyed at M&nran grinned and tilted her head in
an attempt to dampen her critique. “Well, no warilecan see you're trying to make up

for it by distracting us with your face paint.”

Bethany's chest swelled and her face brightenesha$anded her camera to
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Aunt May. She wanted her picture, in all of hereslor, with Gran. The flash sputtered

and stopped.

“Mama, that old tree house is still up.” Dad’s annoement to Gran was more of

a question.

“Yes, Phil. | did talk to Cora Maybree. She’s hagpyus to help her take it
down. I've asked Will to help now that it's warm atber. The decrepit thing is liable to
fall on me and kill me in my rose garden.” Granctead for me with open arms. “Laine

Elizabeth, you movie star. You're as pretty as eVaming your hair now, | see.”

“No Ma’am. It has free reign.” | scooped my wavy mprioack in the shape of a po-

nytail, and it popped back into fullness as | let g

“I see. Well, maybe these days hairdos aren’t tbetnmportant thing to young
girls who hope to eventually marry.” Gran patted tinderside of her sleek, white hair
and stared hard at me with arched eyebrows. Hdrta@otd squeezed mine and she gave
me a softer look before returning to her conveosatvith Aunt May, who spoke with

happy, tired eyes. She worked hard cooking fooddmsserts before our visits.

“Want some tea, May?” Uncle Red’s low voice roltad as he worked his way

up and off of the couch.

“No thank you, dear.” She thanked him, too, witbnaile, and felt for her tiny
cross necklace with well-manicured hands. Uncle IRgzbled out, working with every

lurch to smooth his stride, with a body rebellingnh years of building houses.

Gran scooped up Maggie into her lap, and | lookedrad the room at the high

ceilings and carved wooden fireplace. | used tagimathat the little blue birds would fly
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off of the floral china, out of the oversized catiand around the room when no one was
home. It wasn't at all like our modern, Vestavida®ama home. Mama had decorated

our house with sparse furnishirgise way Dad liked it.

| plopped down on the sofa next to my cousin, Faitrere cousin Will, Faith’s
younger brother, sat nearby in an oversized chialt.with a blonde mop of hair and al-
ways laughing, Will looked older than sixteen. Rawho was only thirteen months older

than me and had just finished high school, was otlger half” at Gran’s.

“Laine,” Faith said, “Thank goodness you’re herdllWon’t stop talking about

skinning frogs and it's making me sick.”
“I'm sorry | missed that.” | grinned at Faith.

“Laine, you outta come out with me and Jake.” Willew his arms around in ex-
citement as he spoke. “We go to the lake abouatenght — you can seem them big ol’
slick suckers sitting near the edge of the waterd las everything. There’s nothing more

fun than frog gigging, | can tell you that rightng

| was so caught up in a mental picture of footkakd, thunder-croaking night
frogs that | barely responded. “That fun, huh?’tlraras more repulsed than me, but

skinning frogs wasn’t my favorite pastime, either.

“Laine — don't ask. Really. He won't stop talkiabout it if you act interested.”

Faith said.

“Heck yeah...it's the best.” Will got more seriou§ijging those big ones. My
mouth’s watering just thinking about fried frog 2g” He laughed. “Remember when

y'all were visiting a couple of years back? Me &gty Bowman from next door tied
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that skinned frog up with fishing line? It hunghtgutside the front door. It liked to
scare Kay half to death. The whole neighborhooddkar scream.” He rocked back on

the couch holding his stomach in his hands.

Just then, we hushed. Kay stood in front of us Wwehpointy bob soaking wet on
one side and dry on the other, but brushed peyfetthight. Freedom from Maggie’s
blue sucker. Based on her expression, she had bedadghing about her frog-scare in-

cident.

“Good to see you Will, Faith.” Kay leaned in andi¢bed cheeks with each

cousin, patting their shoulders before walking tah@ran.

After a moment | turned to Faith. “What’s going with Jake?” | glanced, again,

at the doorway.

“Mama invited him. He’s like family, you know? Heorks for Mr. McBride

now.” Faith flipped her shiny, silver bracelet anduas she spoke.
“Doing what?”
"Mr. McBride is ailing. Rarely leaves his chairké@gretty much runs the farm."
"Is it just cotton fields?"

"And soybeans and corn...and | think they have dagisnds, too. He’s got sev-
eral guys working for him, but Jake is the main.biaith wiggled her silver-polished
toes in her white sandals. She was a fashion “queed | always borrowed her clothes
when we visited. She’d texted me about how Kaydikanderbilt and | knew she’d love
to be near Nashville, but something about Kay amthFgoing to the same university

didn’t seem right. Surely such different peopledexkto study in different realms.



14

Gran'’s blue-tick hound, Oxford, stopped inside fdmghest hall doorway and sur-
veyed the great room. | said his name so loudahatof his ears got caught over his eyes
when he turned his head, and he had to shakeeitdreee me. Dropping by the fireplace
| rubbed his wrinkled head. “Oxford, | was wonderinhere you were, sweet boy.” His
hind-quarters slid around on the slick hardwoodfflim excitement. | used to pretend that
Ox, my long-time confidant, was my hunting doghe English countryside, and that |

could ride with him and hunt better than the boys.

| checked my phone for messages from McKenna. Ngttshe said she had
news. | thought she would’'ve called by now. Grarsbout to Aunt May and Mama, and

startled me.

“...and that Belle Baker, she prances around towthan sports car her Daddy

bought her like she owns the town. | don’t carbiag for her.”

| sat back down with Faith, looking again at JaKatse, glowing from nearby

lamps, as Oxford circled twice beside me, lay doavd lowered his head on my thigh.

“Laine, did you hear me?” Will's voice went up actave.

“Yes — go on.” | nodded, like | knew what he wakkitag about.

“So, what do you say?”

What are we talking about, again?

“Um...sure?” | was trying to guess the subject whaiils reaction surprised

me.

“Laine.” Faith lunged forward on the couch. “Dodd it. It's nasty and it's bor-

ing....and it's so disgusting.”
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Oxford’s head flew up and he stared into my f&een he looked troubled.
Will's face was flushed with excitement. He pickgul Grandaddy’s old mandolin beside
the fireplace and started to strum. He mumbled &bow fun — whatever we were going

to do — was going to be.
“Do what?” | leaned and mouthed to Faith.
She sighed and relaxed back into the couch. “I kpewdidn’t want to.”
“To what?”
“Go frog gigging with Will.”

“Great....” | watched Will position his fingers ondglmandolin, as he listened to

Kay list the courses she was taking at the unityefsr Aunt May.

“...and then there’s investment banking, which shoiilde too hard...” Kay

spoke as though she’d worked in the field for yhyars.
Great. Frog stabbing in the middle of the night...

In my seventeen years, | had raised and buriedfishurtwo turtles, three dogs
and five cats — singlehandedly. Life with my famags loud. | looked forward to nights
alone withJourneyand one of my beloved pets. For much of my fantiigugh, framed
antlers were artwork and picnic tables were figanlng stations. The only pets they had
were hunting dogs. Long gone were my days of wagdbiaddy’s caught-bass in white
painter’s buckets to help them “breathe.” At soroapl realized it was nicer to let the
gasping fish suffocate, than to keep them alivé betwas ready to clean them. As an
occasional, tag-along hunter, | was a traitor tofellpw animal-loving friends. | was

knee-deep in a hunting family and, at Rivertomidd my best to keep it my dirty, little
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secret. | welcomed the thought of shooting a gugoasl, or better, than the guys, though

| wasn’t dying tokill anything

“You aren’t going to go, are you?” Faith looked garely afraid. “You didn’t

know what you’'d agreed to.”

“Shhhh — Will will hear. I'm going. Look how exeitl he is.” | looked over at the

smiling Will, who was about to answer a line of gtiening into Bethany’s tape recorder.

Faith glanced at Will and looked like she smellethething foul. “So what? He
looks like that when he watches wrestling on TVheSould tell by my expression that |
didn’t want to disappoint him, and she backed doWell, you may have lots of time on
your hands, anyway. | got a job at a boutique wntcso | can’t hang out as much as we

normally do.”

| groaned in disappointment. Great. This was gtanige a boring tripFaith and |
had grown close, even more so after Jake left Gdde land my days playing with the

boys died away. Next to McKenna, she was my besidr

“Maggie, no.” Bethany’s bony legs were spread wodehe rug as she tried to

wrestle away her tape recorder.
“My toy,” Maggie said.

Mama swooped in and whispered in Maggie’s ear, ptorg her to release the
device. Maggie took Mama’s hand and walked withdwgrof the room to whatever dis-

traction had been conjured.

“Are you coming to see me sing at Gentry’s Bartl¥a face lit up.
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“Can’t wait.” | smiled. Mama had told me all abdtdith’s gig at Gentry's, a res-
taurant and bar in town. Faith’s band sang mostigdrass and gospel, and she’d sung in

church all her life. That's where I'd seen her sing
Just then, Jake came into the room.
He walked straight to me and smiled, and his goo#td surprised me.
“Laine, how are you?”
| didn’t hop up and hug him, instead | stayed statgh my hand on Oxford.
“Hey.” | was flustered by my stunted reaction.

“Well, that's okay, don’t put yourself out, Laink’s not like we’'ve seen each

other in...three years.” Jake’s low-key voice intéediwith a smile.
| smiled back standing briefly to hug him.

“Hey Ox.” Jake squatted to pet the lanky hound, Witieed Jake’s scruffy chin,
and swatted me with his long, brown tail. The deyked dog turned his droopy face to-

ward me, and paused.

“Yes, Oxford — you’re hitting me.” | said, leanigvay from him with my hand at

my eye for protection.
He turned back to Jake and continued the face isgatt

| caught myself staring at Jake, but not beforedwe me. | turned away, as
though he was half-naked and it was the politegthando. | felt his gaze lingering, and |
felt sure he knew I'd been staring at him. | kegtsights fixed on Gran’s black-and-

white, Spaniel vases on the mantle, as my chee&ls grickly and warm.
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Can you, maybe, not be an idiot?
“You've been living in Jackson?” | calmed my exmmies and rubbed Ox.

“I lived with Mama for three years. Just came becBanuary — been wanting to
for a while.” Jake’s smile got lost a little aslbeked down into his red, plastic cup of
sweet tea and swirled it around. “I'm glad to belkbdsot to graduate here and be with

old friends.” Jake glanced over at Will. “I'm livgnand working at McBride’s farm.”

Though Will was sixteen, three years younger treke Jthey were like brothers.
Faith’s twin and Will's older brother, Carter, hdkd at age four when Will was one.
Aunt May had taken Carter and Faith to a friendfthday party and Carter was playing
outside. He was waiting his turn on a play set avttie older kids climbed and swung,
and the whole set fell over on him. It landed omliead and he died instantly. Jake was
at the party when it happened. He and Carter weadedibs at preschool, and Uncle Red

was coaching the inseparable boys’ t-ball team.

| was only two at the time of the accident, buavé a few memories of the fu-
neral. | have a vague image in my mind of Mamalingpapart crackers for me to eat on
a wooden church pew, and | remember seeing Auntddbaping over the small coffin at
the front of the church. There was an enlargedipodf blonde-haired Carter, riding and
smiling in Uncle Red’s lap on a tractor, on an éhsside the coffin. Once | saw a photo
at Aunt May’s of Jake at the funeral in a miniataug, walking toward the coffin. Aunt
May said he brought his dirty baseball to leavenv@arter. Aunt May was like a second

Mama to Jake, and had been as long as | could reerem

“Mine glasses!” Maggie said. Everyone turned arahgéd across the room at the
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loud cry. Mama whispered to Maggie and wrestledGrglasses out of her clinched

fists, but she screamed louder.

Daddy, who was sitting and talking with Uncle Redh& dining table, perked his
head up and listened without looking back in Maggirection. He reminded me of a
deer when it flips its ears and listens for possprkedators, before relaxing its head back

down to the grass after deeming the sounds unimuprt

“You're running the farm?” | blurted it out, hoping keep our conversation go-

ing. “What do you do?”

Jake looked back at me. “Yeah. Farming — work tioengd.” He reached out an
arm and rubbed a back muscle. “It's cotton, modtly.. McBride’s about to buy a new
crop duster plane. | want to learn to fly it, oriehese days.” | looked at his large hands
that were tan like mine and, as | looked closenguld see some traces of dirt in slim, dry
cracks. His eyes brightened as he spoke. “We haveastors, but | mainly use the big

one. It's second nature, now.”

He smoothed Oxford’s slick hair back, over and o¥é&e bony hunting dog lifted
his nose and squinted each time just before Jalegid touched down on his head. | spot-
ted Jake’s tattoo, creeping further out from urtdsrshirt sleeve, when he saw me look-

ing at it.

“Had that a long time, since before | left Oak Lékee tugged down at his shirt
sleeve to cover it and got up to leave. My insidege tense, and | wondered at my nerv-

ousness.

“Y’all want some punch?” Jake looked directly a¢.m
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Gran’s pineapple punch was my favorite drink. Stagle it every time we came.

“No, thanks.”Seriously, what is wrong with mé&#®y face flushed with embarrass-

ment.

“Will, Faith — punch?” Jake looked at them as Heflar the kitchen, but they de-

clined.

Faith tugged my hair. “Want to follow Jake to #iehen? You can stare at his

arms in there.”

“l was trying to see his tattoo,” | scowled andteteed him walk away.

Dear Journey,

The rose did caper on her cheek,
Her bodice rose and fell,
Her pretty speech, like drunken men,
Did stagger pitiful.

- E.D.

| like your new digs. You're rocking the union jack your
blue, leather cover, Journey-man. | can dig itwiags knew you
were British.

So...Jake is back. It was so good to see him. Fahldwnever
let it go if | told her that, so I'm going to stedear of the subject
for now. Please help me NOT turn into a stupid GtR& next time |
see him. That isn't me. | would smear him on thmnig courts — you
know | would. Grown-up-farmer man or not — who, sowould
say, belongs in a drugstore fireman’s calendaresdd mean |
should feel intimidated.

| think it's George Eliot in Middlemarch who salysat men
know best about everything, except what women khetter. The
Truth hurts, Journey. Get over it.

Love,
Laine



21

CHAPTER 3

At Mr. McBride’s farm the next morning, | scootedt®f Will's truck and flung
my arms up like a windmill in the warm, morning sorstretch my back. The earth
grinded beneath Will's tires as he drove away. ratlshcle Red and Kay had gone to
the Southeastern Museum of Flight, and Mama, Bgtheamd Gran were shopping. | was
well schooled in jet-engine mechanics from previowseum trips, and | wasn't up for
drudging through high-priced ladies boutiques ili-haur away Daleville, either. My
text, asking Will to drop me at Jake’s, had readhied just before he headed out to the

hunting lodge.

Seeing Jake back in Oak Lake felt fantastic; it enae realize how much I'd
missed him. My weird, new-found awkwardness hagiaolt was just Jake. We’'d grown

up together.

I'd once cleaned and doctored his scraped-up, chuiMelve-year-old side and
butt. He’d gotten hurt as we hurried over a banvaé-fence in back of her property with
stolen blueberries. He'd held the fence down fortoneross as we fled from Mrs. May-
bree’s cries; she’d come running after us, stirapga cloud of dirt through a bunch of
noisy chickens. When it was Jake’s turn to croese¢hnce, he tried to balance the blue-
berries in his shirt and he let go of the wire $oon. It popped up and gouged him
through his clothes. Gran got an earful from Mraylgree, and we got a long lecture

from Mama and major dish-washing duty. Wearing Grauffled apron that Mama tied
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on him at the sink bothered Jake the most, thoigykdnapes went pretty deep.

| found Jake in Mr. McBride’s largest, house-sibadn. Past the propped-open,
red doors, he was standing next to a tractor, hegimi the door and tinkering with some-
thing inside. The breeze came in through the backsdand passed over me on its way
out the entrance smelling of livestock and magnolissoms. Jake saw me and walked

over.

“Well, you're a sight for sore eyes. What are yaind here, Laine?”

| shoved my hands deep down into the back pocKetsyshorts, and | flushed

with excitement at seeing hirlt’s just Jake, weirdo.

“Bored, | guess.” | shrugged, returning his gribatldy couldn’t coax me into go-
ing to the flight museum, again, and the othersshopping, so there weren’t really any

other options.”

“...place is pretty cool...” He wiped his hands as peke. “You know they've

got a couple of jet engines — “

“Jake, | know. It was interesting the first two @mthat Daddy explained the ins
and outs. He’d go every single trip if he couldl. éver have to build one...I'm good.

You should’ve gone. You'd be a good student.”

Jake smiled. He walked over to the static-riddpednt-spattered radio on the

ground and clicked off the twangy song about whyske

“l was about to crank up the tractor. Want to radieng?”

“No...”
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He looked surprised, shifting his weight in his wboots.
“...But I'll drive and you can ride along.”

He laughed and hung his head. “Okay. Half a mililmtiar piece of equipment.

That’s just what | was hoping you'd say.”

I'd ridden in many monstrous tractors over the gegith Daddy and his cousin,
Uncle Glenn, so | knew a little, and it felt goadl¢t Jake know that. The front tire came
up to my nose, and | patted the rubber before e¢hmbp into the glass cab. | sat in the
seat and looked out to see that Jake was stilistgrin the same spot, and he was watch-
ing me. | felt free, plucked out of the sardineainfly car ride from the day before, and

there was no place I'd rather be.

“All right, | can take her out by myself.” | shuia door and pretended to mess

with the controls.

Jake hurried in and stood in the cab beside meu‘dam’t just drive this thing by

yourself. | don’t care if you are an expert —*

“Jake, I'm not an expert. I'm just messing with y@&ut | have ridden in quite a

few tractors. I'm definitely not a tractor virgin.”

Jake grinned. He lifted his ball cap and reposétit. Clearing his throat and
looking down at his dusty, camel-colored bootsldoied like he was blushing. Then it
hit me that what I'd just said probably soundedaesly flirty. Like, big time. | hadn’t
intended those connotations. | started sweatirtgarhot cab, and spoke again, louder

than | meant to.

“So, are we going to take this big guy out of tlaerh or what?”
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Jake looked straight at me and was silent.
Seriously, Laine, can you say anything that sounmmtmal?

He crossed and uncrossed his arms, and he clawed ladck of his neck before
breaking the booming silence. “Okay, so you prop&bbw that that screen right there

pretty much drives it by itself.”

| didn’t, but | nodded and listened. The warm a&rswense in our stalling, and the
glass cab was going to fog up if we didn’t stagt #ir soon. | noticed my heart beating,
and | decided to keep my eyes fixed on the blackrobbox until the cool air and drive

out settled me. | kept still and listened as Jgaks.
“We're just going to take her out this way and headr to the field.”

| bounced in the juddering seat and let my ears takhe loud whirring of the en-
gine as we drove. Soon we were riding over the esipa crop, brown rows everywhere,

in a tractor that drove itself.

It smelled of hay and fertilizer as we bumped altrggpanoramic land surround-
ing our little, glass box. The moving, psychedelattern of crop rows was hypnotic. Cot-
ton plants passed steadily beneath us, but thendikte of trees stayed put as we rode
beneath the crisp, blue sky. A sand-colored, pigkruck passed on the highway, and |
sensed that Jake had slowed down time a little fiausual day, because I'd dropped
in.

| thought about the labor in farming as | lookedvdaat the passing plants. Often,
while helping Daddy plow, plant or pick in our lyslackyard garden of tomatoes,

squash, cucumbers, beans and corn, I'd thoughtt éilbmg and working that way.
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Jake’s farm was a different animal. Vast land ltalde prepared, not too wet and not too
dry, for planting. I'd heard Daddy talk about fereers used and how important and ex-
pensive they were for farmers. Diesel was costly, &and it was used to run the big
equipment. And then there was irrigation. The weathas a farmer’s biggest foe. It
haunted him, ruined him, blessed him and nevenhietftalone. Still, it seemed to me like
there were worse ways to live. Many times I'd inmgl myself grown and running my
own organic farm, but it seemed like a hazy dream faraway land. | watched Jake look
out at the land. | could tell that farming was ia hlood, the way it had to be to do that

job.
“Were you fixing the tractor when | got here?” bleed up at Jake’s far-off gaze.

“Nah. Nothing really wrong with it.” He crossed laams and peered out the front

window as he spoke. “Just checking it.”
“Did Mr. McBride teach you how?”

“I learned in Jackson. Worked on tractors for altma® years. It's come in handy

some, since | moved back.”

Far off in the distance | noticed a man workingsomething on the ground near a

pickup that held equipment in the back. “Who’s thagr there?”

“Beau Moody. He’s fixing a busted pipe at the edf#he crop. I've been out
there with him half the morning. He’s about done. McBride said the leak cost us
around ten thousand dollars in sales and maintenaHe strained his eyes to watch the

pipe-man work.

Jake wiped the dust off the face of his worn attitatch. “I need to check on a
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sow later on that may be birthing today. We cae oder to the house and you can meet

Aunt Sissy, if you want.”

“l do.” | soaked up the final minutes of wrap-arducrops from the mighty ma-

chine as we drove back to the barn. Jake killectiggne as we pulled back in.

A moment later | was stood in the noon-time saoking at the gun rack in

Jake’s truck when | heard him whistle. | turnedusi@ to see him patting his thigh.

“Here, girl.” A gray-bearded, chocolate Labraddriexer walked slowly to him

from around the barn’s side.
“This is Baby.” He squatted and rubbed her slegog f

“Isn’t she a little arthritic to be called, ‘BabyPdropped to pet her smooth head

and she sat her plump rump down slowly on the btk

“Don’t say that, she’s sensitive about her agekeJaatted her back. “Don't listen
to her, Baby, you don’t look a day over five.” Sbeked up, and slim, white slivers

shown in her caramel eyes.

A few minutes later, we walking up onto the McBste®ng, shaded front porch.
The swing at the far end moved slightly in the keg@nd a fat, black cat with mustard-
colored speckles lay stretched out on the greydwioor. | could hear old-timey gospel
music playing from inside, as Jake opened the serkdoor. It was another of those

spots in Oak Lake that seemed like it could’ve kxbkhe same in 1950.

“Shhh,” Jake put his finger to his mouth and pairt@wvard the far corner of the
great room. A plump, white-headed man in overallsaoked over his plaid, short-

sleeved shirt slept in a recliner. There were sevJmsttles of prescription medicine and a
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half-eaten sandwich on the table beside him. Thethvee played quietly on the television

nearby.

“Follow me.” Jake whispered and motioned for méoltow him toward the mu-

sic coming from the kitchen.

“Lead the way.” | studied a large black and whit®fograph of what appeared to
be a young Mr. McBride with army buddies in worldmiwo uniforms as we passed the
open dining room. In the kitchen, Jake snuck upruka short, plump lady with curled,

dyed-brown hair and hugged her around the waist.

Startled, she swatted Jake with a dish rag, anédhed for her hands. “May |
have this dance?” A rich-voiced harmony of basstandrs, who “saw the light,” rolled

out from the radio.

“You scared the living daylights out of me, JakenDelly.” He danced Mrs.
McBride alongside the kitchen counter, and her tafeened when she saw me. “You
didn’t tell me we had company.” Every wrinkle orrli@ce formed a smile as she wiped
her hands on her apron before reaching for mineeriA you going to introduce me to

your visitor, Jake?” Her scolding voice sounded bigpbbut cheerful.

“Aunt Sissy, this is Laine Rearden, visiting fronrBingham.” Jake washed his
hands, splashing beneath a tiny, blue-floral praiénce at the sunny sink. “Laine, this is

Mrs. Sissy McBride.”

“Hush that. Call me Aunt Sissy.” | smelled aerdsair spray and cinnamon as

she hugged me tight. “Are you one of Phil's dauggté

“Yes ma’am.” | could tell that Aunt Sissy was aofethe many wrinkled “mother
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hens” in Oak Lake and, though we’d just met, shidife family and | didn’t want to

leave.

“Why, I've known your daddy since he was a littigything.” She peered at me
with crinkled eyes, as though we shared a sedrgt.Worked with Jimmy years ago for a
couple of summers on the farm. Oh! I've got sommédtoes for your Gran.” She hurried
to the fridge with a finger in the air to mark lmmouncement. “Now, I've made some
fresh pimento cheese spread, and I've got chickap and cornbread, and there’s a mess

of turnip greens on the stove...”

“We're riding over to the pig pen now.” Jake dried hands on the dish towel
and talked to warn Aunt Sissy of our leaving. | was a hurry to leave the happy
kitchen, but | knew Jake had things across the taromeck on so | watched them work

it out.

“You can’t go on a hungry stomach. Look at LaiNebody’s feeding her.” She
stuck out pouty lips before chattering, “Though ‘déell your Gran | said that, she’d

never forgive me.”

| laughed out loud at Aunt Sissy. | wasn't fat, alitmy jeans were tight on my
butt and | definitely worked to keep my thighs undentrol by running and playing ten-
nis. My waist was smallish, but | was not a “bealeplike Kay and Bethany. Mama
said | was “shapely,” which | found annoying. | gted over, amused by the big-hearted
Aunt Sissy, and noticed that Jake was staring atHaestood, fixed, with a faint smile. |
must have looked surprised, but | didn’t look avirayn him. He grinned as | turned

away.
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Okay, so he’s looking at you. It doesn’t mean angthdon’t act weird.

Aunt Sissy hurried around the kitchen and did wiveas sure she’d done a thou-
sand times before. She clanked utensils, grabkeatitand slammed doors as she spoke.
| could relate to her happy task; I liked creatihipgs, too. Cooking new pasta dishes
with Mama was okay, but working in the dirt andwghnag vegetables in Daddy’s garden,
and drawing charcoals of plants for art class hademme realize how much I liked to
work with my hands. Add fishing trips, hunting, aaddscaping 101 with Daddy, and |
didn’t exactly fit the typical girl-mold at Rivento Any other hobbies would’ve made me

more normal.

“..And y'all will need spoons for the pie...” Her fyers flew up in the air like an

orchestrator’'s odd directive.

Leaning back against the counter with crossed ataikse looked resigned to her
task. She handed us a stuffed lunch box of sanésjdtrawberries, chips, a jug of sweet

tea with glasses and an oversized piece of chacplat

| wet a napkin and crouched to wipe up some pimehézse that Aunt Sissy had
unknowingly flung on the tile floor in her food-grevhirlwind, and | threw it in the gar-

bage. Aunt Sissy turned around and caught me iaghe

“Is everything okay?” | tried to read through hengive look.

“Sweetheart — you don’t have to clean up in he&hé spoke like I'd deep-
cleaned the whole kitchen. “What a thoughtful thiogyou to do. It's been a long time
since someone else took a wet rag to help in nohé&it.” She reached out and clasped

my hand, and | was moved by the sincerity in h@ression.
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Laughing, | said, “No ma’am. | didn’t. There was{a drop on the floor and |
didn’t want y’all to step in it, that’s all. | gueshe guys around here don’t help too much

in the kitchen.” | knew | was right and shot my sy Jake.

Aunt Sissy glanced back and forth between me akel, 34ill holding my hand.

Jake chuckled at her intense reaction. “You gomie all right, Aunt Sissy?”

Jake grabbed a strawberry from the table and poppetiis mouth.

She whispered back, “Jacob Donnelly, you be godHdisogirl. She’s a keeper.”

“Yes, ma’am. She’s all right, | guess.” Jake dodgadther dish-rag swatting as

Aunt Sissy prattled.

“...and you'll learn, Jacob Donnelly, that not everyf is cut out for farm life...”

Jake grabbed the cooler and hurried me to the toot.

“Nice to meet you, Aunt Sissy.” | blurted out thenas and took in a final breath
of fresh bread as we passed outside. “Jake, whytdidu tell me about her? | would’ve

been in here with her the whole time.”

“That’'s why | didn’t tell you.” Jake tried not tarsle as we hurried down the

porch steps back into the sun.

Baby was planted, panting in the passenger’s ditleedruck, so | climbed over
and sat between the seatbelt buckles in the mafdiee bench seat. When Jake didn’t
walk up to the driver’s side, | looked over to @@ opening the passenger door with
something in his hand. He had a banged up metaloshing with water as he tried to
hold it still for Baby to lap up a drink. | chuckles | watched his concentration and

strong arms balance his pal’'s messy drink.
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My legs stuck to the seat as we rode past thietfus barns, but the warm, hay-
scented air felt good through the open windowse'3adknuckles hit my thigh each time
he shifted gears, and each time he apologizedsigheal I'd shaved my legs and they
were smooth. Shaving got old, but | couldn’t stémelfeeling of hair on my legs. Of
course, in the South, it was probably good thajpnejerence fell on the “lady-like” side
of things. We pulled up to the pig pen, where ieed of manure and fresh grass as |

climbed out into the heat.

“Oh, hell no.” Jake was inside the pen beforeshait the truck door.

“What?” | squinted to see the problem.

He looked down at a large, grunting pig that layiterside. “She’s in trouble.” He

flung his hat on the ground.

“What's wrong?” My hand shielded my eyes from the.s

“We've got to go.” Jake hurried to the truck.

In an instant we were flying back toward the baleaving Baby standing still be-
side the pen. Jake grabbed a walkie-talkie thagj lalnove his head. He pushed a button

that beeped, and spoke into it.

“Travis, you still here?” The device screechedhwigedback, and then a voice.

“Yeah. Almost finished running the fence. Whatfs?ti Travis’s voice sounded

slow and calm.

“Maybelle’s farrowing. She’s having trouble.” Jaggetted his teeth. “I'm getting

supplies.”
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“I'll head over there now.” Travis’s words sped.up

Another screech and Jake dropped the device isglieand grabbed the wheel.

“What can | do?” | said, following Jake into theasled barn.

He handed me a box of latex gloves and a gall@aoitizer. “Goes in the back of

the truck.”

We loaded the supplies and we were off. | squetdrddge of the car seat as we

bounced in the truck back to the pig pen.

Travis, a large, young redhead with dirty jeans aodk gloves, climbed out of

his truck as we drove up.

Gloves flew out all over the truck bed as Jakpetopen the box. He worked his
hands into two, extra-long, latex gloves, pulleginthup to his elbows and poured alco-
hol-scented sanitizing solution over them, spillsame on his jeans and the truck. He

dropped to his knees in front of grunting, barelgwng animal.

“You think it's breech?” Travis lifted his hat aisdratched his amber curls.

“Don’t know. May just be the birth canal.” Jake g hands on her side, and the

pig groaned. Her stomach contracted and she masel@dps, but nothing came out.

“Her eyes are all red.” Jake scooted around teetiteof the pig and looked at her,
and | could see sweat on his face as the sun beat deavy on the backs of our necks.
He put his hand on one leg and slid the other oriea shape of a cone slowly inside the
animal. The pig barely squirmed, but she made morges with her mouth. Jake contin-

ued to slide his arm, almost up to his elbow, iesidr. A sour odor passed, and | waited.



33

Jake was gritting his teeth. “I've got it.” The sbhiazed on my arm as Jake went

on. “I think | can get it, I've got my fingers anod the head.”
“Y’all bring towels?” Travis asked.

“I'll get them.” I hurried to the truck, realizingiy stomach was queasyod,
please let them make itwasn’t too grossed out to handle it, but | didmétch pigs-in-
trouble being born every day. | ran back with tawielhand to see Jake slowly pull a
slimy baby pig out of its mama by the back of tleadh | dropped beside him onto my

knees. “Do you need this?”

“Thanks.” He grabbed a towel, wrapped the pighet eubbed it gently on its

sides.

Just then, the mama grunted and kicked and anptfpequeezed out half-way, in

some muck.
“Want me to get it?” Travis hovered over us athhse of the pig.

“l got it.” | nudged Jake over and caught the pshikigooey baby as it plopped
out. Wrapping it in a towel I noticed that the aoleas richer than the first pig. The gunk
had a pungent odor, and the sweet, squirming bdagéswas many times smaller than

its Mama'’s. | felt my face pull back with a smitdake, is this one okay?”

He was sitting back on his boots with his kneeg,bgatching me. “That one’s

good, Laine. Thanks.”

Just as the third baby came out, Jake scooped iCabor isn’t good on this one.

It's grey.” He rubbed it with a towel.

“Think we need to warm it?” Travis held the figglet in one arm and wiped the
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sweat out of his eye with the other.

“Yeah.”

Travis chewed a freckled lip. “I'll take it to tivearmer in the barn if you want to

stay.” He waited for Jake’s guidance.

“Yeah, | want to make sure the rest are okay.&Ja&s flushed, and the delicacy
of the situation set in. The animals didn’t alwayake it, and | could tell from Jake’s se-

rious expression that he was much more experiethegdme.

“Got it.” Travis scooped up the grayish, towel-pp&d, burrito baby and drove

away.

| helped birth three more healthy pigs, and thenwere done. Participating in the
mucousy, bloody affair made me feel like I'd belrotugh a little bit of labor, too. Soon,
all of the babies were nursing their Mama on theugd, and | smiled as | watched them

thrive. Later, Jake came over and sat by me otriuk’s tailgate.

“Laine, I'm really sorry you had to see all thatié was looking down toward his

filthy work boots. “I know you probably didn’t wamd have to deal with that...”

“What are you talking about?”

“I mean, | know it was gory and you didn’t intetadbe in the dirt with a farrow-
ing pig. I'll understand if you don’t want to corback here.” He massaged circles into

his palm with his thumb.

“Yeah, you're right. You should apologize to me.”

He looked up at me.
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“That was way too much for a pretty-little girlké myself, to have to deal with. |
should be home painting my nails, looking prettyediing good, all that stuff. Or,

Maybe | should go roll my hair with Mama.”
He looked stunned.

“Seriously, Jake, you can drop whatever fiftiesnéde stereotype you have in

mind. For your information, | loved being here tgdhcan see that it's hard work.”
He had been rubbing his shoulder, but he stoppddistened.

“I'm relieved that the pigs are all okay, and Igtad | saw them being born. Be-
ing here — makes me understand what you do. Andywehbywant to do it.” The words

came out before | thought them through, but | méant

He looked deep in thought, and his smile widefi€danks. I'm really glad you
came.” His face was about a foot away, looking oquease in the face. We were filthy,

but Jake looked beautiful squinting in the westarn.
He rubbed a hand over his face. “I'm sorry if lutied you. It's just...”
“Yeah?”

“l don’t see many girls out here, and not manysdiknow feel that way about

birthing pigs and farming...”

“Well, it does look like a pretty hard life. I'muge a lot of girls, and guys, aren’t
cut out for it.” | hopped down off the truck andtieal some dirt off. “Want to go clean

up? I'm pretty sure Aunt Sissy packed that pienhar.”

Jake slammed the tailgate shut. “All that blood gats made you hungry, did
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it?” He chuckled and climbed in the truck.

“Doesn’t take much to make me hungry.” Laughinglammed my car door shut.

“You couldn’t tell it.” He turned the steering weleand looked in the side mirror.

| can’t say why but, at that moment, everythingusad me stopped. Jake had
struck a nerve somewhere. It wasn’'t about him appgothe way | looked. As pig-muck
covered as | was sitting in Jake’s hot truck, | tedrto hear him say he liked me. |

wanted to hear him say it, because | liked him, too

| grabbed his lower arm and he stared at me agklesgWhat did you just say?” |

felt his muscle beneath sticky forearm hair in mip,gout | concentrated on his response.

“Oh, I just said you couldn't tell it, if you likeo eat. That's all.” His voice
sounded suddenly softer. He had recognized anamkddn my face and he slowed the

truck, before killing the engine and turning towarde.
“What is it, Laine?” His voice was quiet.

| turned and looked out of my window. It felt safe keep looking away. After a

moment in the warm, bright quiet of the car, Jalaké the silence.

“Laine Rearden, you're perfect. | mean, you cget any prettier. And | mean it.
| figure there’s a bunch of boys out there who'ekel tyou that.” His voice was quiet, al-
most grave, when he spoke, and it caused me toabbikn. When | turned, | was sur-
prised to see his head hanging, and he was loalang in his lap at his keys. He looked
in my eyes as he finished. “I've known that a |dimge. You're the prettiest girl I've ever

seen. And that’s just on your outside.” He wasnitlsg.

My cheeks got hot and | looked at the starburstss grey-blue eyes. He had a
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dirt smudge under his eye above his stubble, aadight myself glancing at his lips. |
wanted to kiss him. | was going to kiss him. Thes sat up and fumbled his keys back

into the ignition.

“Still hungry? Let’s clean up and get a bite.” started the motor. | was wonder-

ing whether he’'d realized that | was about to kiss, as we pulled up to the house.

We washed up, sat out on the front-porch stegs thvé lunch box between us and

dug out food as we talked.

“Did you know they kept pigs corralled in Manhatia the 1700s?” Jake asked.

I had a mouth full of juicy strawberries, and | skany head. He bit off half of a
pimento cheese sandwich in one bite. “Yeah, thelyahlat of them. Made a big wall to

keep them in.”

He wiped his mouth, took a thirsty drink of swess,tand went on.

“People started calling it Wall Street.” He squohnd looked out towards the

barns.

We talked and talked, and we laughed about ourfigsig trips and four-
wheeler escapades. Then, | told him how disappwinteas on the trip | learned he’d left

Oak Lake.

“That was the most boring trip to Gran’s I've ev&ad.” | smiled and noticed he’d

stopped eating to listen. | felt more comfortalal&ing to him then, than ever.

Jake sighed and lay back onto the painted pordn Boards, hands crossed be-
hind his head. “Yeah, that was rough. | sure didmint to leave Oak Lake. But | was just

sixteen and Mama said we were moving to Jacksoaremher sister and mama, my Aunt
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Carol and Nana, lived. | got used to it...after aleiWhen | heard that Mr. McBride,
he’'s Mama’s second cousin, needed somebody tarhelfhe farm, Mama let me come
back. | promised to finish my senior year here, bdid. Jackson’s just a few hours away
and she calls me a lot. The McBride’s have beerm goaone, letting me stay here. They
got me calling them *Aunt Sissy and Uncle Jimmyodwthat | finished school, | basi-
cally run the farm. I've got some kids that helppugh. Mr. McBride’s been teaching me
the ropes, but he’s not real healthy. Thoughntsas big here as Wheaton’s or Baker’s

farm; it's a lot more manageable here...”

A long yawn swallowed up his words, and | watcheelpale, underside of his
arm as his muscles flexed, before he sat up arkektbat me with tired eyes. “And your
Aunt May is wonderful. Has been, ever since | wakar third-grade class. Mama used
to do her hair, and Aunt May would always give ramsthing when she came: gum or
candy...or change. | think she felt sorry for useaaddy left. It wouldn’t have been

the same for me after | moved back, if she hadept kip with me.”

| listened, and | realized the sun was going ddvehecked my phone: three
missed calls from Mama. Just then, Will drove umKking the horn and calling out to

me, as he circled in the gravel.

“Laine, your Mama sent me to come get you.” Wildisn and head hung out of

his truck.

“Coming.” Jake and | sprang to our feet on the pa@s | answered. | heard Will
flipping through radio stations as | looked ovedake. Wishing | could stay, | grabbed

the dishes and put them back in the large lunckecoo



39

We’d both run out of words. | gave Jake a side-wdgch was awkward and less

familiar than we’'d been.

He caught my forearm. “Laine?” His large, warm handered much of my arm.

“Yeah?”

“I'm glad you came.” He looked like he had moresty, then he relaxed and let
go.

| stood still. “Me too.”
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CHAPTER 4

At Gran'’s, Kay covered her nose and shrieked imdnas | entered the kitchen,

and Mama spat out complaints about me not answaengalls.

“Your clothes are disgusting.” Kay leaned awayhasigh | was a rotten tidal

wave about to crash down on her. “What is that &hel

“Pig guts, pig blood, maybe some amniotic fluid..félt really good as | took my

time to answer. There was a harmony of reactiams Kay, Mama and Gran.
“I'm going to be sick,” Kay covered her mouth andlked to the sink.
“What exactly did that boy enlist you to do today=an asked with high brows.

“Go straight upstairs and get bathed,” Mama sa@u‘don’t need to have those
filthy clothes in the kitchen. Come back down atlidMarm you a plate.” Mama shooed

me away with her hands.

| took my time up the stairs, and | fought a srtfile rest of the evening. Several
times, | had a driving desire to sigh, like a sdiyl, from an old black-and-white movie. |
took a long bubble bath, and | thought about Jakent to bed, much later that night,

writing in Journey,and thinking about Jake.

Dear Journey,

God permits industrious angels
Afternoons to play.



41

I met one, —forgot my school-mates,
All, for him, straightaway.
—E.D.

You know how you’ve always hung out on top of tig Dick-
ens’s collected-stories book on top of my bedro@wokishelf? |
just wondered how you felt about that book. Do ferl like you
know her pages and stories, yet, you have a fresteenent at see-
ing her after you've been apart? It's hard to déschow | felt on
the farm today with Jake. Hanging out with Auntgs§iin her
kitchen, driving the tractor, birthing the pigssjleing with Jake — |
would’ve taken any one part of it. Altogether, @svincredible.

Love,
Laine

In the middle of the night, someone whispered, fileaic’mon.” | felt tugs on my
shoulder, and | woke up in the dim light to Wiltpaching by my bed and asking me to

follow him.

“How on Earth did you get in here, Will? It's th@ddle of the night.” | sat up in

my tank top and boxer shorts, and tied my hairknat on top of my head.

“Whoa, whoa,” Will turned his head and covereddyss. “I don’t want to see

none of that, I'll wait outside.”

“None of what? I'm wearing clothes, genius. NoW tee what you're doing

here.”

Will whispered with his back still to me. “I've ba texting you for an hour. You
didn’t leave the door unlocked, and | rmtimefinding Gran’s spare key. We’re going
frog gigging, remember? You said you wanted tomu haven’t changed your mind

have you?” He sounded desperate, like he was cauoti me.
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“No, of course not.” It was nearly impossible tmst my warm legs out of the
lumpy, layered covers into the cool, room air, bdid. Daddy set the thermostat to

“north pole” on summer nights at Gran’s.

“Just give me a sec to come down, okay? Is ittjustwo of us?” | yawned and

walked toward my clothes in the closet.
“No, Jake is in the truck.”
“Jake?” | spoke louder than | meant to.

“Shhhhh. I don’t want to wake up your Mama and Daddnean, they won't care

too much if we go, but they may get mad if we distilneir sleep.”
“Sorry. I'll be down in a minute, okay?”

“Stay to the right on the staircase, it creaks.tessll walked hunched over, as

thought that made him quieter, out of the room.

| pulled on jeans and tennis shoes and crept dewsasT he front door squeaked

when | went through, but | knew Daddy’s loud bednoan would drown out the sound.

In the warm, dim night air, noisy frogs and crick&tlked in the damp grass. Jake
stood by Will’s truck, holding the door open for nvge all climbed in the car, and we

were off.

When we got to Will's spot, it wasn't long before tvas knee deep in a swampy
part of the lake, spearing frogs with a pole gid arspotlight on his head. Jake and |

stood in the wet grass watching Will, when he sthtd direct me.

“C’mon, Laine, grab that other gig and get onehafse big guys. We’ve got to fill



43

up my nets.

| couldn’t bring myself to tell the guys, but | tyawasn’t dying to stab a giant
bull frog. I'd thought about it the whole drive tlegand I'd decided | would do it since
Will was going to cook them for food. If nobody wgasing to eat them, | wouldn’t have

done it. It was now or never.

“Okay, Will, I'll do one. One frog. Then don’t aske to get any more, okay?” |

swatted a mosquito away from my face.

Will started whining. “Laine, | thought you’d likidis. You're not like most girls.

You always liked to fish...”

[ jJumped in. “I do, Will. I do like to fish. | lovéo fish. And I've gone hunting

with you several times, and I'm better with a ghart Jake.”
“Hey.” Jake piped up. | wasn’t really better, buiked to say it.

“Look Will, I'll catch a frog, but I'm just never@ng to like it like fishing,
okay?” | was ready to get my single frog giggingesience over with. | didn’t want Jake

to think | couldn’t do it.

| put on my head light and waders, and walked doeer Will with the frog gig
pole. We tried not to shine our lights in each othfaces, so we wouldn’t be temporarily

blinded.

“See those big guys on the slope right there. Sy light right on their glow-
ing eyes and when you get your gig about six tbtaigches away, spear him.” Will

spoke calmly, and worked as he talked.

My legs sloshed a little in the water, then | stetill. | got my light directly on a
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huge frog, bigger than a softball, and drew myigiglow and closeC’'mon Laine, don’t
be chicken. You can get one frog, just one fRaght then, | speared him with the gig and
lifted it up in the air. For a second, | shut megseyight as | speared him and lifted him

up. | was relieved it was all over. Then | found that it wasn’t.

“Laine, you're going to have to kill him. They deat.” Will turned around, look-
ing up toward my frog on a stick. When | lookedatghe frog, | saw what he meant.
Though the creature had a pitchfork of sorts singaail through his body, he was

fighting and struggling to get off, kicking his Igegs out as he moved.

| bit my lips and tried not to scream. | couldrtarsd the thought of a stabbed frog
on a stick, fighting and trying to get off. Besigdhs was a mutant-sized thir§fay calm

Laine, just stay calm.

“Okay, sling him against a rock or hit him with gmeyou want.” Will found a

large one and handed it to me.
Yes, Will, that is what | want.

| couldn’t believe | was doing this. | left my warned to bludgeon an innocent

toad in the middle of the night. A toad on a stick.

Jake was behind me and | couldn’t see his reacfiba.toads were croaking

loudly, probably asking their fat friend where hgane.
“Fine, I'll hit him with the rock and put him ouf &iis misery.”

“Careful, he’ll come off of the gig and get backtire water.” Will stabbed an-

other bull frog.

| climbed my hands up the pole, pulling the squignirog closer. When | laid the
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frog on a stick down on the grass, he continuestitorm but didn’t come off. | walked

over and turned my head away, closed my eyes aianiihard with the large rock. | felt
something squirt up on my shirt, and | was prowd thmanaged not to squeal. | felt like
jumping up and down and cheering, like | was aiglad who’'d won a horrible fight, but

| stayed calm and stood up and looked at the gsiypalled off my light.

“Well, there you go. There’s my frog. Make surelly&at him, fried frog legs or
whatever, so that his death was not in vain. OWéil?” Will pulled the dead creature

off of the gig, and my stomach felt weak as he geajit into his bag-o-frogs.

“Oh, I'will. You don’t have to worry about thatnii skinning these guys as soon

as | get home.” Will positioned his pole near aeotinog.

| let out a deep breath and walked over to Jake, stéwrted clapping his hands

slow and hard.

“You're a natural-born killer, aren’t you, LainePtould see Jake’s big grin

clearly in the silver moonlight.
“Where are your spoils, tough guy?” | wiped my hswoth my t-shirt.

“Oh no, | don’t frog gig. Creeps me out. Don't like stab frogs. Seems kind of

mean.” Jake’s shoulders shuddered, and he lookdddiamne, concealing a smile.
You've got to be kidding mewaited a second before punching his shoulder.

“Yeah, Laine.” Will sloshed in the water. “I'm kinaf surprised you went through

with it. Jake never does.”

On the dark ride back, there was a full sack aj$rm Will's truck bed, and one

of them was mine.
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“Laine, we’ve got to do this again. Faith won't ee@me. | can’t wait to tell

Daddy you got one. I've never known another girtitoit.” Will sounded thrilled.

Jake looked over at me in the truck as he spokdorilt know Will, Laine is
pretty good at fishing, and she’s good with a dbime may want to stick to that for a

while.” Jake winked at me.

“Whatever you say, Jake.” Will was so happy abbetftogs that he didn’t care
about much else. | was glad Jake and | didn’t sWtés desire to murder frogs, and the

warm, choppy air beat in on us through open windowshe dim rid back to Gran’s.
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CHAPTER 5

| was still waiting for McKenna’s call, though | @'t too worried that it was big
news. At school, she couldn’t wait until first b&ltell me anythinglt was probably

nothing.

Will and | were throwing the football in Gran’s fibyard, while Faith looked out
at geese on the lake from a nearby, creaking swirappy bird chirped on a limb be-
tween me and the marshmallow blue sky, and | wasdenng if I'd keep first seed at
senior-year, tennis-team tryouts, when my phoneédizl slammed the pigskin down in
the grass, feigning a touchdown, and lost a flap floing the moon walk before answer-

ing. Will laughed as | read the caller: it was Mcide.
“Laine,” McKenna said.
“Mack, what took you so long to call?”
She didn’t complain about me calling her “MackVeird.
It was silent. That was my first clue.
“Laine, can | talk to you for a minute?” That way second.
My hands felt clammy. “What is it?”

Will was trying to spin the football on his fingerthe air like a basketball. |
turned and walked behind the big oak tree, andivegt@ green caterpillar inch up the

mottled bark.
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“Your dad is having an affair with one of his statke Her name is Brandy Casey.

| think she might be in one of his business clagseasI’m not sure.” McKenna said
Silence.
“Laine?”

A million tiny beads started to rotate around iesnmdy head, and my stomach felt

like a creature would tear out of it at any momésank down against the tree.
“You still throwing, Laine?” Will yelled from behihthe tree.
“Resting.” | worked to force the one-word response.

“Laine?” | could barely hear McKenna'’s voice frohetphone on the grass beside

my hand.

With lifeless arms, | slung the phone back up toeay. “Where did you hear

this?”
“L.A. Grimes. And her mom.”

L.A. Grimes — the silly, loud-mouthed volleybalbgkr at school. She was tall
with platinum hair and freckles, but there was neathy southern-California connection
like I imagined when we first met. Her real names\wwgndsey Anne, though no one used
it. L.A.’s boisterous personality was like hot marst on an eggroll, you could only take
so much. But | had never known her ta ker mom, Ms. Grimes, worked in the
Bookstore at the college with Daddy. Mrs. Grimes wice, she just reeked of smoke and

her skin looked like a California raisin.

| watched a black ant crawl up my flip flop and @nty metallic-blue toenail
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polish. I let it walk, undisturbed.

Casey? thought,Brandy Caseylmages of what she might look like ran like a

crude slide show in my head.
“What did L.A. say, Mckenna?”

“She called me the day you left and asked me tp pkain a charity bonfire for the
girls’ volleyball team. She asked if your dad wagsating on your mom. | said that |
didn’t think so. She said she saw your dad outsetanom'’s office, and her mom told

her to stay away from him. Her mom said your dad {wveappropriate’ with students.”
Inappropriate with students? Grodsvondered if other people were saying this.
Maybe he was just flirting — not as bad as it saund

Mckenna went on. “I wanted to learn more from Msinigs before | called you. |
told L.A. I'd go to her house to start planning tienfire. | made some Irish punch and
took it with me — you know how Ms. Grimes is. It tked, too, she was a chatterbox by
10 p.m. | feel bad, though — I told Mom it was wrgAll Mrs. Grimes said about me

making it was, “well, well, well, aren’t you a bagrl...”
“And?”

“By ten-thirty that night, Ms. Grimes was talkingd we were old pals. Ms.
Grimes mentioned her friend, a secretary in yoarsldepartment, who told her that he
was seeing a student name Brandy Casey. She’siéhelwo said he had a reputation for
dating his students, and that a student had congaa few years ago learning of your

dad’s involvement with a different student.”

A different student?
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“Who is Brandy Casey?”

“Ms. Grimes said she’s tramp, a student-worker amjous who wears too much

makeup. That's all | know.” The warm air felt thijcknd it was hard to breathe.

It was too much for me to take in. My brain fekdia broken egg, running down

between my ears, and | didn’t want to hear any more
“Call you later, okay?”
“Are you mad, Laine, that I told you? | thought yshould know.”
“No, I'm just tired — talk soon?”

| dropped the phone on the grass, counting on MoKe&a hang up for both of us.
| sat still, thinking in circles about what McKenhad said about Daddy — about his repu-
tation, about Brandy Casey, about Mamantil the tingling in my lower half forced me

to stand Tree roots were imprinted down the backs of mg.leg
The sun was going down.

| walked back to the front door when Faith askedsar@ething from the swing
but my brain couldn’t understand her. | made my wa&jde past Bethany. She was forc-
ing Dad to hold up Gran’s random household objastshe took pictures. He looked ri-
diculous holding up a small basket of fake flowasshe talked casually with Uncle Red
about Old Miss football. His eyes met mine, buddked away, and | went upstairs to my
bedroom. | didn’t expect to mount the monstrousaky staircase without being stopped

or questioned by someone in the house, but | madeghe bed without interruption.

| heard approaching claws clicking in the hallwayause, and a wet, exagger-

ated sniff beneath the door’s gap.
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“Ox.” The weakness in my voice surprised me.
Another loud, wet sniff, followed by an abbreviatedimper.

| tried to feel my way toward the light beam undeath the door. | clutched a
mesh bag of smelly rose soaps on the dresser, jdmméoe on the claw-footed bench
at the end of the bed, and hopped on one leg tddbe Oxford walked in and sat tall
and still as | slumped to hug him, and that seetodsk the reason he came. My tears
gushed out. | was mad at myself for crying, anghted someone, anyone, to walk in

and question me so | could yell at them.

| spent the evening with Ox in Gran’s high, spraglbed in the darkness, ignor-
ing knocks at the door and the bustle downstarsepting my eyes from the light. A
plate of foil-wrapped food and dessert was leftipybedroom door, though I left it un-

touched.

Dear Journey,

She rose to her requirement, dropped
The playthings of her life
To take the honorable work
Of woman and of wife.
-E.D.

Does Mama need Betsey Trotwood to defend her sigawn
Mr. Murdstone? Even if Mama isn’t David’s angelita@
Copperfield...does anybody deserve cheating???

| wonder if Daddy cares about how it affects userewith all
the years of lake trips, beach trips, tennis matcpelling us in our
pigtails on refrigerator boxes behind the ridingweo...all | can see
right now is a dirty, old man.

I’'m sorry for the shower, Journey.

Love,
Laine
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CHAPTER 6

| was sore all over when | woke up with the supatning in the window. I'd
tossed and turned with thoughts about Dad befaadlyi falling asleep around three a.m.
A wave of nausea hit me as McKenna'’s words flashedy head, “your dad is having an

affair...”

| switched on the light, and the room’s lemony wéliboded bright beside the
gleaming white window shears. The smell of biscaitd bacon came in under the door
from downstairs, and my stomach growled from skagmsupper. The thought of food
grossed me out, and that wasn’t normal. A car dulle outside and | went to the win-
dow, where | saw Will parking in the yard. | pulled some black running shorts, twisted
my hair up and went downstairs to find Kay sittatghe kitchen table knitting with

Gran’s needles. Her face contorted when she loakeat me.

“Laine, are those pajamas?” Kay leaned to me. “Dygou think you should brush

your hair.....and teeth?”

Ignoring her, | followed the scent of coffee to twunter, and fumbled through
Gran’s cabinets until | found the sugar. Mama hcbduced me to coffee drinking, and

| knew I could never repay her.

“What happened to that Catalpa tree?” Daddy wésgihext to Uncle Red on
the sitting-room couch looking out the windowsla green backyard. Bethany stood in

front of him holding her tape recorder.
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Uncle Red crinkled his newspaper down, and spokesideep, slow voice over
his glasses. “Had to cut it down. Got some diseasié and Gran didn’t want it to ruin

her roses.”

“Daddy.” Bethany stomped her foot, jingling her osized, homemade anklet, be-
fore pushing the buttons to rewind her hand-me-ddeance. “You can’t just blurt out a
guestion about a tree while I'm recording. Thisupposed to be a serious interview. |

was about to ask what grade you were in when GrdrPapa let you start dating.”
“Oh, sorry.” Daddy was still looking outside thengdiow at the missing tree.

Maybe he made out with somebody under that tregb®ae’s reminiscing about

her and that’s why he cares about it.

Daddy looked at Uncle Red. “I remember Jimmy Cradifand me getting those

fat, green worms off the tree to fish with.”

Okay, so, he’s reminiscing about worms. Doesn’'tmfeahasn’t made out with

girls in other places around here. Gross.
“Concentrate.” Bethany’s head dropped back agysbaned.

Daddy spotted me in the kitchen. “Well, there’s tiwenis girl — joining the land

of the living.”

| didn’t look back at him. | didn’t say good morginand | didn’t even make a
lame comment about being on a different schedae dveryone else. | fixed my coffee

and sat down at the table.

“Look who’s here, girls.” Mama came in carryingaade, yellow amaryllis cut-

ting from Gran’s garden, and Will followed.
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“Morning.” Will held his frayed ball cap in his hda and brushed the hair on his

forehead to one side.

“I've only got one delivery for Mr. Townsend toddixe got to take a part to Jake

at Mr. McBride’s farm. Anybody want to go?”
Back to Jake’s...already?

“Thank you, Will, but I'm trying to finish knittingsran’s blanket today.” Kay
could make experimental knitting sound like she veaponsible for air-traffic control.
“And I've got an online finance quiz | have to takelay, too.” She looked satisfied with

her answer.

“I need to get by.” Frowning, Bethany passed thtotig kitchen and stopped
next to Will. “I've got a lot on my mind: Daddy’'siferview was a failure, so | may put
your daddy on the schedule.” She mumbled somettdogt “losing precious time” as

she slammed through the swinging kitchen door.

Mama looked at me pitifully. She obviously wantedneone to take Will up on

his offer.

“I'm game.” | didn’t need much prodding to leavesliirped down my remaining
coffee, before heading to the shower. | set thédloroscalding and smelled the soft,
Mississippi water coming out of the pipes. | criadd | let the water hit my face, wash-
ing away my tears as they came out. | was tryiniigtoe out how not to think about
Daddy every second. | felt calmer afterwards, anted on my Jane Goodall t-shirt and

shorts before Gran caught me coming down the stairs

“Don’t be gone too long. We'll have chicken-salahdwiches and soup later
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on.” At Gran’s, days were measured in countdowrtheémext meal, and my appetite was
in hiding. It was a relief to get out of the howas® get some air, even if it was hot, sticky

air.

| stopped in the foyer to slip on my sandals wheand came up behind me and
whispered, “let your hair down and fix it later$ &headed out the front door. My favor-
ite t-shirt and running shorts were sloppy, in éges, for our yearly trip to Gran’s, but
there was too much on my mind to care. She kekihtahbout it as | walked out, but |
think Mama mostly cared because she knew Grarnl thded Gran, but she worked hard

at being an opinionated prude, and Mama worked toapiease.

Mama threw questions at me out the door as I‘i&fe you feeling alright,

Sweetie, you look pale? Laine?”

| waved a silent hand over my shoulder, and the storm door slammed behind
me. | didn’t want to be mean, but | had to get me&tsnd away from everybody. Espe-
cially him. | was starting to have flashes of tharigat hadn't felt right, like his being
overly protective of a cell phone and computerisessthat ended abruptly when |

walked into the room.

Will’s truck smelled like vinyl seats and baselmdats.

“Where’s Faith?” | asked, looking away.

“At work.” Will's truck jumped around as he shifteggars. “Heard her tell Mama

she’ll be at Gran’s tonight.”

The warm summer wind picked up through the windewsve rode, and my spirit

felt lighter the further we got away from the hou&evay from Daddy. From everything.
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Will turned up an old, southern rock song on thiiagand | was thankful not to
have to talk. | closed my eyes and felt the sunvaind on my face. | felt sick of thinking

about Daddy all the time, sick of wondering. | wethhim out of my brain.

Twenty minutes later we turned off the highway olkcBride’s long, dirt drive-

way, and we stopped in front of open, wooden baworsl

“Jake?” Will climbed out of the truck and | folloa@énim up to the barn. Jake was
inside wrestling with some kind of metal part ow@oden workspace, and he was cov-

ered in dirt and grease.
“I've got the part.” Will said.

Jake grabbed a white towel hanging on a laddemapeld his face. “Great, |
can’t do much else without it. Got to get it in asee if she’ll start...” He glanced over
and looked surprised to see me. Walking out obma’s shadow, he squinted in the sun
close to me, and his smile looked bright next litack mark on his chin. “What are
you doing here, Laine? Couldn’t stay away, could3/oHe shook his head and scratched

his unshaven, dimpled cheek with his dirty thumb.

“Will invited me. | needed to get out.” My spirilidted some as soon as | saw

Jake.

“Yeah...l know what you mean....Gran’s can be brutdake said, still smiling.

“...all the cornbread, chocolate turtles, the layamgund....how do you people stand it?”

| walked to the oversized tractor. | wasn't in theod for jokes. | wasn’'t myself.
Jake’s presence was comforting, but | also feltdosl distracted. “How’s the grey pig-

let?”



57

“She’s good. Made it through the night just finecould feel Jake’s eyes on me.
Will handed Jake the part, and he took it slondpking confused.
“What?” Will said.

Jake pointed to something across the barn. “Thia¢'part I'm replacing.” We all

looked at the old part, which was twice as bighe&sdane Jake was holding.

“Mr. Townsend said this was it...pretty sure it's @y one that came in. Let me

call and check.” Will jogged out of the barn witis Iphone to his ear.

Jake grabbed a water bottle from an ancient, whftegerator and offered one to
me, but | shook my head. | was thirsty but, coraddao Jake’s sweaty, hard-working

self, | felt like | hadn’t earned his water.
“Want to sit out here?” Jake pointed a hand tobttght outdoors.

“Sure.” | followed him out the back to an old megiter. The cotton fields
looked endless from where we sat. The crisp blpaese above the distant trees made
me feel like | could’ve been anywhere in time.udied the lone oak tree, which sat be-

tween us and the cotton rows.

“I might should go clean up. | can’t do much withéloat part.” Jake sat his

empty bottle by his foot. “What are y'all’'s plans?”

“Faith is working. They're fixing chicken salad famch.” | looked at the old

swing rope hanging from the oak tree. My eyesgafty from crying.
“Something wrong, Laine?”

| was quiet for a long time, I'm not sure how lofignen it happened. Tears
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started up again like little splinters behind mg®eyand they welled up so fast that |

couldn’t control it. | hated to cry in front of Jak

He scooted closer to me and put an arm around k. beey, hey, what is it?

I’'m here if you want to talk.” His voice was sweetd made me want to cry more.

Don’t be a baby, get some control.

“It's nothing. It's just Daddy. | don’t want to getto it.”

We sat quietly for a few minutes when | just startking.

“My best friend called and told me something adoatdy yesterday,” | blurted

out.

Jake looked at me and waited.

“He apparently is...inappropriate...with his femaledsnts.” | flicked some dirt

off of my knee.

| didn’t feel like looking at him when | spoke.

Jake rubbed a hand over my back. "Maybe it's nditaasas you think. | don’t

think your dad is a bad guy, Laine.”

| shot up from the glider.

“What do you know? You don’t know him well. | doréven know him well, ap-

parently.”

“I'm sorry. | don’t know him well. Not like you ddBut | have seen him be a

good dad to y’all over the years."

“Why are you taking his side?” My voice was gettlogder. “Is this some sort of
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guy code? The signs were all there with Daddy,@idlthings he’s done make sense
now. Are there any guys who'’ll love and commit tteavoman? Is that too much to

ask?”
He stared up at me from his seat, his eyes lookddenly heavier.

“No, it's not.” Jake looked away. He was staring authe fields, but | could tell

that his mind was on something else.

| stared at him, puzzled by his look when Will wadkup. “Okay, Mr. Townsend
can get you the part, but it'll be a few more d&stry, Jake. They sent us the wrong

one. We ordered the one you told us.”
Jake was staring at me intently. It seemed he haeard Will.

| started walking back to the truck without saygawpdbye, and | was relieved

that Will hadn't seen me get upset.
| wanted to talk to McKenna again.
Maybe things aren’t as bad as | think they are.

I was glad Will didn’t seem to sense my emotiorestdiked about the hunting
club the whole ride back. | looked into the wodadkstween the pine trees at the marshy
land that led toward Oak Lake, and | thought atbmyt much fun it used to be to be at
Gran's. Jake and Will and | used to fish and rade fvheelers, and Faith and I'd stay up
late watching black-and-white movies. | used towotry about anything, except
mosquitoes. As | looked out at a marshy spot atbedhighway, | realized the Delta was
just as dark as anywhere else. There were alligatahe marsh. | couldn't see them, but

they were there. | started to wonder why anybodyld/go to the lake. There were very
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real death traps, lurking around, waiting to attgold, or your dog, or the ducka/hy

does anybody go to the lake, anyway? You thingotsl, but it's not worth.it

Walking back in at Gran’s, | saw Mama and Bethamyag on the porch with

the long, thin mailman, who was sitting stifflyanchair beside them.
“l said now, Bethany Anne.” Mama folded her arms.

“But Mama, he agreed to an interview. | need evedy.” Bethany’s voice got

more soprano.

“I don’t think he intended to be tied up like agamer on Gran’s front porch. He
has other deliveries to make, now let him go. heary sorry Mr. Tiddle, thank you for

humoring Bethany.”

Mr. Tiddle nodded his head once, and sat veriitih his long nose pointed
high, waiting patiently to be released from the dpeegncords. Bethany had apparently re-

trieved them from under Dad’s car seat.

Before | went past them into the house, | watchaddy and Maggie playing

some sort of follow-the-leader game down the sidiewa

“No, | want follow!” Maggie was behind Daddy, pudy on his pants leg so that

she could get in front.
“Okay, okay, you can follow. But | wonder if maypeu don't meatead?”

“No!” Maggie’s voice was piercing. She turned ardwand concentrated to stick

out her lips.

“Okay, okay, you can follow.” Daddy looked overust on the porch and grinned
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as he walking in slow circles behind Maggie.

| jerked away my gaze and went in. | went upstaindy coming down briefly to
shack on sweet bread and spinach dip with Bethadysama at the table. | went back

up and fell asleep on top of the bed, where | engesleeping all afternoon.

| came down later to the kitchen table, and grdkdbbowl! to help Mom string
green beans. Gran was standing at the counterebAsiact May icing a coconut cake and

talking about recipes.

“Those pork chops might be good, but the girlshihike barbeque Hallie,

reckon?”
Mama looked up at Gran. “Either one, Gran, eitrez.”

“Thanks for helping, sugar.” Mama said. She leaosgt and kissed my forehead.

She smelled like mint gum and her pear-perfumedi hation.
How am | going to tell her about Dad?
“Thanks. My hair’'s down so you should be happy.”

| had changed into a short, summer dress. | Keddirly clothes — when they

were comfortable.
“Where’s Kay and Beth? | asked

“Bethany is on the porch interviewing Daddy agaout Gran. Kay is trying to
register for next semester’s classes on the comparid Maggie went down for a late

nap.”

My fingers started to smell like green been judroen snapping.
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| thought back on the day. | hated how Jake toalldy’'s side. And there was
something bugging me about the way he’d talked @aafrthe barn — the way he looked

when | asked him about faithfulness.

“Why is it always that only women are in the kigcharound here?” | blurted out,
snapping three beans at once. The question brolughbdom to silence, followed by a
lesson from Gran and Mama on a southern womares Aalare of the fragile state of
my emotions, | held back from arguing. It was gdiadpe different for me, though. |
liked to cook, and | understood wanting to do tkifgy people you love, but | didn’t un-
derstand men never stepping foot in the kitcheoepixto eat. Later, | was glad | hadn’t
taken it further; I'd sensed that | was one stepyafkom becoming a blubbering, emo-

tional side-show in Gran’s kitchen. The shower haidtears just fine.

It was close to sunset, and it was grey and wigdgide. | stole a quick visit to

the lake bank before an unending, wakeful nightdd.

Dear Journey,

In Little Dorrit, Dickens describes Amy Dorrit'®nosideration
of her good ol’ father as “half admiring him anepd of him, half
ashamed for him, all devoted and loving...” What adiuof cheese
whiz. Daddies suck. No more bowing to the FathéhefMarshal-
sea. Get some balls, Amy.

Maybe they are all narrow fellows in the grass,rdey. What do
you think???

Could I but ride indefinite,
As doth the meadow-bee,
And visit only where | liked,
And no man visit me...
—E.D.
Love you,
Laine
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CHAPTER 7

| was over keeping a secret: | had to talk to MaBtee was sitting at Gran’s old
dressing table by the window’s bright, morning tiglutting on her makeup when | went
in.

“Are you busy?” | walked in with a knotted stomatke | had just wrecked the

car.

“Hey, sugar.” Mama smiled, and her face was washgdpainted only with
foundation and black eye-makeup: her blush andidcipsame last. Her hair was hot-

rolled and teased high — a routine she'd had foadies.

“I haven't smoothed out my hair yet, did | scare¥oShe winked at me and

started combing.

“Your Daddy's going to ride out to some cottondgeln a little while if you want
to go with him. | asked him to get me some cottoh can use it on a wreath when we
get home. Maybe you can help me make it. | toldhGiaout the sculpture you made in

art...”

“Mom, can | ask you something?” She must havecedtthe wan sound of my

voice because she put her comb down on the tadl¢uamed to me.
“What is it, baby?”

“l want to talk to you about Daddy.” My mouth greiny.
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“What's the matter?”

It was hard to fornwords. I struggled to make anything come out; nothing

seemed right to say.
“McKenna said Daddy might be...dating a student.”
Mom turned back toward the mirror and continuechismg her hair.

“Mama, did you hear what | just said?” | wasn’'t egpng her calm reaction.

“Mama?”

She dropped her arms and turned around in a $hé.stared at the black-and-
white photographs above the fireplace mantel, lsedbe spoke. “Is this about that Casey

girl?”
“You know?”

“It was nothing. He was just flirting. We've altgedealt with it. It's not anything

for you to worry about.” She stabbed her flushegedts with blush.

“Not anything to worry about? What do you mearifliting’? What does the
word, 'flirting' mean to grown-ups? You need td teé because maybe it's different to

you than to everybody else | know.”

“Laine, lower your voice. It was nothing. You donéed to know all the details of

adult relationships...”
“This is not ‘adult relationships,’ this is youdbaddy.”

“Hush, Laine, someone will hear you.” She lookeevd at her powder blue

plastic comb and was quiet for a long time. “Yowaddy and | have had some problems



65

over the years, but we’'ve worked through them aadcve alright. Relationships aren't

perfect — you will learn this as you get older."eShrned back toward the mirror.

“Mama....has Daddy had an affair?” | rubbed th&dso of my t-shirt tightly

around my finger.

She looked in the mirror with a stiff face. “I dave have had some problems, but
we are okay.” She walked across the room and tusndtie tiny, white plastic fan, and it

whirred oh high. | could smell her face powder frafimere | stood, a few feet away.
Is she saying that he has had an affair? More tbaa?

Mama seemed like she was being honest but, aathe ime, it was like she was

on a witness stand and she was trying to tighthtrob and limit her answers.

“It doesn't sound like everything's okay.” My veigot louder and higher. “Is this
your idea of okay? Daddy dating, or sleeping witrdss!“...his students and whoever

else?”

Mama tightened her lips in frustration, beforednad a finger to her mouth to tell

me to be quiet.

| sat down on the bed, trembling, unable to holdieftyknee still. | wished |
could go back in time. Past the white window sheeitside, | saw Kay standing by
Bethany, looking annoyed and talking into the tegmorder. | felt so far away from them,
like a convict who just returned home after senartgard prison sentence. It was like |

had had terrible experiences that nobody arountiadebeen through.

Mama sat down on the bed next to me and rubbelgn “I was young when

your daddy and | married. | was a student workéheaicollege — not his student — when
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we started dating. All the girls thought he washandsome. He was athletic with a great
smile and his Mississippi accent was heavier bhaehk.t The lines wrinkled around her

eyes as she smiled.

Then she sighed. “I didn't know that he liked td.fWe hadn't dated a full year
when we got married, and there have been women tlogg/ears, who've...gotten his

attention.”

She looked down at her robe and flicked a tiny @iefclint off of her lap. “One
time | got so mad at him that | picked up his Eagh#bum and threw it at him as hard as

| could.” She laughed at herself. “Can you see oiagithat?”

| was looking at her in disbelief. “Wow, Mama. Ytduew a record at him. That
was definitely the way to go. I'm pretty sure tisagéxactly how the marriage counselor

would’ve told you to handle it.”

“Don't get sassy with me, missy, and don’t thirlkalven't handed it to him before.
When we lived in the little apartment in Wilkshitdet him have it. He told me he was
going out with a friend and would be back aftermrpbut he ended up coming back

after midnight and he was drunk. ...and he hadidib®n his collar.”
“What? So this has been going on....always?”

“No. Thishas not been going on always. We have just had spsiand downs
over the years and we have dealt with it. | told ydid not let him off the hook that

time.”
“What did you do?”

“Well, | called him on it, first of all. | askedrn about it and he blew it off and
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said it was just a group of friends having fun aaa”
“So, what did you do?” | was still waiting on thetting him have it’ part.
“I left. | took our car and went to Mama and Daddgnd spent the night.”
| sat there looking at her, waiting for more. “A¥id
“And what?”

“Did you stay at Grand Mama’s for a long time? Dal tell him you wouldn’t

put up with it?

She was quiet for a minute. “No. | stayed therel lunichtime on Saturday,
helping Mama in the house, and then | went horhadlour only car so | figured |

needed to go home.”
“What did you say when you got home?”
“We didn't talk about it again.” She looked at tteor and not at me.
“That's it?” | couldn’t believe she hadn’t done mo

“l wouldn't sleep in the bedroom for a week whegot home. | slept in the den on

the couch.” She was holding her chin high, butsilewasn't looking at me.
My hands flew up over my eyes. “Mama, how could go that?”

She stood and huffed. “Do not tell me how to haradmarriage, young lady. |

said all | needed to say to him the night befdedt] and he apologized.”

“Apologized for what? Cheating on you? Like he \apgslogizing for forgetting

to pick up milk on the way home from work?”
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“No. He apologized for flirting. That's what hdled it. | don't know exactly what
happened, | wasn't there. Look, | had a baby onveneand | did the best | could. Did

you expect me to desert him, our family?”

“Oh no, of course not. Never desert Mr. Micawbéshut my eyes and took a

deep breath.
“What?” Missing my Dickens reference, Mama felést, too.

| stood still for a moment, and | was struck watBpeechlessness | wasn't

accustomed to.
Just then, | heard Will call my name outside tedrbom door.

“Laine,” Mama pushed my hair away from my faceotlY Daddy and | are okay.
Every marriage has problems. He loves you girlsentiban anything. Try to put this out

of your mind. I'm so, so sorry, | probably shouldrdve talked to you about it.”
Right. Because not talking about it is best.
“Laine is in here, Will, she'll be right out.” Mantalled to the closed door.

| just kept looking at her, and | realized | haeb popping my knuckles until

they'd gotten sore.
“Laine?” Will said.

Mama tried to kiss me on the forehead but | stdgyaek. “I can’t believe you act
like this with him. | would never want you to tetle to act like this with my boyfriend, or

husband. Would you want that, Mama?”

She stared past me and her eyes looked heaket,they held the weight of a
hundred years of burdens. She sighed, walked loaitietdressing table and continued
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Dear Journey,

| think it was Mark Twain who said that the diféeice between
the right word and the almost right word is thdaté#nce between
lightning and a lightning bug. Why can the truthdoeh a grey area
to married people?

Can you just call it “flirting” when you're talkingbout an
affair you had with someone else? If that is how gapress the
truth, it feels like a dark, moldy, crumpled versio

Laine

69



70

CHAPTER 8

| was sweating, breathing hard, jogging throughtthck, humid, late-afternoon
air as | came to the end of my three mile run. Nbype stung from a holly-bush run-in
that happened as | cut the corner at the red-blhckry. | was crossing over onto Lake
Street, close to Gran’s. | got a pleasant sur@sskslowed to a walk: Jake’s truck was

pulling up to the house.

An hour earlier, everyone had left for the farmenarket, except Maggie and her
babysitter, Bethany. | was determined to run artdimok about anything at all. After

talking to Mama and obsessing about Daddy, | hdst@ a mental break.

As | passed old, twisted crape myrtles, blood-aazaleas and white, wooden
porch after the next, | saw that Bethany and Maggiee still on the quilt in the front
yard, playing “tea party” with Gran’s dishes andreshucked doll collection. Oxford lay

passed-out from the heat on his side, and lookaagldn the grass.

“Howdy.” Jake spoke out of his open truck windamg lifted his fingers above

the steering wheel to wave.
“What are you doing here?” | walked up, fanning cmgst with my damp shirt.
“Going to see Mr. Townsend about that part. Auss$isent tomatoes for Gran.”

| heard Bethany mutter something from the lawnualgoing to get water for a

teapot.
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“Everybody’s at the farmer’s market. I'll call Marabout the tomatoes, in case
they were planning to buy some.” | wiggled a blistetoe in my moist running shoe and
pulled up contacts in my phone, when Jake glanmedrd the house. | was conscious of
my red-faced, sweaty appearance as | started td/@mxa. | swatted a mosquito and
started to feel hotter as | stood by the trucke-dlight breeze I'd had while running was

gone.Everybody sweats when they run. Get over it.
“l guess | ran your sisters off, huh?”
“No, | think Bethany just went to get...”
| stopped dead. That's when a heavy horror sétaouldn’t believe my eyes.

Maggie was climbing to the top of the decayed heese’s tall, rickety ladder

next door to Gran’s.

“Maggie!” | screamed a terrible scream and bo#iealind Jake’s truck, dropping
my phone along the way. | caught a blurred glimpfsgethany, who stopped on the front

porch carrying a tray — as | flew past.

Maggie glanced down at me through her brown risglgdinging with chubby

hands to the rotten boards, before lifting her,timlite sandal and continuing her ascent.
| was at the base of the fraying ladder in anaimistand Jake was beside me.

“Maggie — listen to me.” My heart was racing. “Diomove. It's not safe up
there. You have to stay very still so we can h&p gown.” | placed an emphasis on

every, loud word as | called up to her.

“No!” Maggie yelled. She stomped and pouted actbesmall porch of the

ghostly, grey monster, whose water-stained woodpaashed and sagging.
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“Maggie!” Jake said. “I know where some freshastberry ice cream is. We can
get some now if you want, but you have to do eyagtiat we tell you.” He gripped the

ladder with white knuckles and waited.

| thought for an instant that Jake’s idea mightkyand then Maggie answered.
“No, | want ice-keem in my chee-house!” She pounldedfeet on the wobbly boards.
The treetops started to spin above my glare, fgroie to grab hold of the splintered lad-

der to keep steady.

Above our heads, | watched boards flex downwandneh or more, as Maggie

crossed them. My heartbeat felt outwardly visilienoy chest.

“Bouncy!” Maggie giggled and started jumping o tiheck.

| started to climb up to grab her, but | knew lddder wouldn’t hold.

Just then, Will drove up with loud music rollingtaf his truck, and he got out.
“What are y’all doing? Oh no...” He ran up. “I wasigg to tear this thing down for

Gran, | told her | would...” He had spotted Maggiel duis voice strained in desperation.

“What do we do Laine? What do we do?” Bethany al&ernately screeching and

chewing on her thick strands of hair.

“I'm coming up there to get you!” Bethany wentard wild panic.

“No, Beth, wait...” | grabbed her before she gothe ladder as Maggie reacted.

“No! Not get me Beh-du-nee!” Maggie pounded ev&able with her small,
square feet. Her chestnut curls danced aroundaberds we watched. Then she took off.
She ran across the creaking platform to the othéy amming into the railing as she

clinched it.
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| sucked in a gallon of air. | was terrified.

We all started to react, but there wasn’t any titheas too late.

The remaining nails that were holding the sidéngion to the tree-house porch
slid out easily as Maggie ran into it. The entigegailing let go of the structure and

Maggie flew down with it off of the platform and tnthe ground.

Jake took off behind me as she went over. He'dedrfaster than the rest of us,
but he was too late. We were all crouched arounddiéa who lay, cheek-down, with a

still, bloody face, on the ground.

Jake dialed 911. “Yes Ma’am, we need an ambulagbé away...” He looked
down at Maggie as he spoke. “409 Lake Street. Ayear old fell from a tree house. She

isn't moving.”

“Maggie...” | didn’t expect a response, it just ralleut of my mouth; | couldn’t
stop it. | put my hand on her warm, blood-soakead ha

Mama. Daddy.

| took off toward the truck so fast that | almosii fand | found my phone — my
half-written text to Mama was still on the screeon-the grass. | fumbled her number,

twice, with trembling, blood-stained fingei®&his isn’t happening.

Bethany wailed.

“Pick up, Mama, pick up...” My legs were weak. | matlback to Maggie’s side
and dropped to my knees. My eyes blurred with taarswaited and clinched a fistful of

dirt and grass.
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Will gripped his blonde locks in his fists and st&down at Maggie. “I'm sorry!
I’'m sorry!” He covered his mouth and started stagdackwards. “l was going to tear it

down...l was about to tear it down...”
Jake sprang after him and caught him by the sleostld
“Will, it’s not your fault. Do you hear me? It'sohyour fault.”
Bethany sobbed, hugging her knees to her cheststalted rocking on the grass.
Will was blubbering. “I'm sorry. | should’ve tort down. I'm sorry --"

“It wasn’t you. You hear me, man? This was not ydulake shook Will’'s shoul-

ders as he spoke in his face.

“Hello? Laine, are you there?” Mama said. | waswite how long she’d been on

the line.
| choked as | tried to speak. “Mama...”
“Laine, are you okay?” She knew something was gron
| could hear the ambulance’s siren in the distance
“It's Maggie...she fell.”

“What happened? We aren’t far from Gran’s....wst plmost got side swiped by

an ambulance...”
She went silent.
“Did one of you call an ambulance?” Mama said.

Before | answered her | heard Mama scream, “Bhile!” Kay said something in
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the background and Mama went on.
“Laine what happened? What's going on?”
| slurped my tears. “Mama...she’s hurt real bad.”

The roaring ambulance pulled up fast by Jake, whardto the street to flag them

down. “We’re coming, Baby, Mama’s coming.”

I looked at my hand on Maggie’s chubby, unmoving,aand realized | was go-
ing to be sick. I threw up once — mostly red spdrisk — onto the grass, though some

splashed onto my knees. | moved out of the wah@snedics and Jake rushed up.

Jake pulled his t-shirt over his head when he sagdtten sick. “Did you get

your Mama?” He tossed his shirt to me. “Use this.doing to be okay, Laine, let's go.”

| wiped the sour liquid off of my lap and, beforkrlew it, the paramedics had

Maggie on a stretcher in the ambulance.

Jake was shuffling us into his truck as Mama anddyalrove up. The siren grew
painfully loud again, and Mama and Daddy climbed the back with Maggie just be-

fore they drove off.
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CHAPTER 9

We sat in the buzzing, hospital waiting room fdravseemed like years. My eyes
were tender from crying, and my sweaty pony tad lwang dried stiffly around my face. |
looked down at the splatters of sports-drink puke laggie’s blood on my shirt. | was

going to go crazy if | didn’t get word.

| pulled pony-tail holder out and started braiding hair to give my arms some-
thing to do. | looked at everybody around the roBethany was sprawled over Mama’s
lap with her head on her shoulder. Kay sat on &libepat between Mama and Uncle
Red, staring through the floor with white, preskps, and bouncing her crossed leg. Dad
stood with his hands in his pockets staring ouheflarge window. Will and Jake sat on
either side of me, both leaning forward in thegtsewith elbows on their knees. | lis-
tened to Aunt May’s hushed questions, as she iadubout Maggie from a young,

freckled nurse that she knew.

A middle-aged doctor walked in to the waiting rowiith blood smears on his
scrubs and a mask hanging around his neck. Helegksd heavy as he spoke. “Mr. or

Mrs. Rearden?”

Everyone jumped up. Mama and Daddy looked at etedr,ahey were in front

of the doctor in an instant. Daddy’s hand rubbeadrda back.

“Maggie is very lucky...” The doctor’s words werelfgd by an eruption of gasps

and cries.
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Mama’s shaking hands covered her mouth.
“Thank you, Jesus.” Aunt May raised a hand in th@sshe collapsed in a chair.

The doctor went on, “Maggie has a concussion dmaken arm, so we’ll need to
talk about fitting her for a cast. She has fivéches on the laceration above her eyebrow,
and four stitches on her arm. We need to watclohemight. It could have been much,

much worse. She is awake now if a couple of youldvbke to see her.”

When Mama and Daddy came back from Maggie’s roothkay, Bethany and |
went back, | started bawling as soon as | sawittergsupright on the bed. She was

sticking princess stickers all over the belly of fe@led hospital gown.

“Look at my stickers, Beh-duh-nee.” Maggie heldudled sticker up with her
small, dimpled fingers. She smiled, wrinkling tla@ght skin around the stitches on her

forehead.

Maggie looked thoughtful. “I not touch my boo-bob#all down. Doctor getting

more stickers.”

Kay reached down and touched Maggie’s sheet cowee=d “That’s right, Mag-
gie, you had a very bad fall.” Her pointy hair fidrward by her chin as she lowered her

head and glared at me and Bethany.

“No, not get my toes!” Maggie kicked her legs behedhe covers, when a tiny

nurse reading a machine suggested we let her rest.

That night at Gran’s, | hugged my pillow in bed &isked it, pretending it was
Maggie. | wished for Maggie to know that | was gofrsorry that | hadn't helped watch

her and kept her safe. Bethany was snuggled toauly With ice-cold toes against my
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legs; she’d asked if she could sleep with me. Kagsed at my bedroom door and spoke

before going to bed.

“You can have a turn with the blanket next.” Kagiges looked red-rimmed. “On
the ride home, | mean. Good night.” Her hand clettcthe top button of her modest, cot-

ton pajamas before she walked away.

Mama slept at the hospital. Daddy had stayed tlageeand he was up early ask-

ing us to hurry out the door to visit Maggie.

“Girls, I'm leaving in fifteen minutes. Better gdtessed and eat.” He yelled from
the bottom of the stairs. Kay was dressed andgatreal at the table when Bethany and
| walked in. After some fruit and a biscuit anddamugs from Gran, we were on our way

to see Maggie.

| was worried she would be worse, because | knewdure | got a day or two af-
ter playing in a tennis tournament. | was surprigesee Maggie standing in the corner of
the room beside Mama when we walked up. Her hdggotan was barely hanging on,
and she flashed us with her fat butt cheeks eawh she swung herself side to side in

front of Mama.

“No, | not go potty.” Maggie looked at us, almosinging. She was enjoying the

audience witnessing her independence.

Mama sighed and stood up slowly. “They’re cominglécher cast soon, and then
they'll discharge her.” She pushed her hair badkobher face with both hands and

yawned.

We all watched as Maggie’s naked back and dougimnghs as she slung
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Mama'’s purse and a blanket out of a chair and gtealgto climb and sit down.
I laughed. “That sling isn’t slowing her down i8’it

“Not much.” Mama was rubbing her neck with her hamat her face softened and

her eyes crinkled, as she watched and consideregi®a comeback.

It was a relief to see Maggie so active. | walkedraand leaned down to kiss her
head, just above her stitches. Her fat feet stu¢tkrom the chair seat, and she let me kiss

her.

“You paint my toe nails, Waine?” Maggie could beystill when she awaited a

crucial response.

“Okay, Maggie. Let Mama take you to the potty, &fighaint your toenails at

Gran’s. You can pick the color.” Maggie giggledglee and made her way to Mama.

Daddy and Mama came in the door carrying Maggiegatédvell balloons, mid-

morning.

When Maggie saw me across the room, she spredahbers open and held them
out to me, calling out, “Wayne, paint my toe néiShe used the term for fingers and

toes.

Mama and Daddy thought, then, that we might nomalke it to see Faith sing
that evening, and Will and Bethany were alreadyrasi they could stay home with
Maggie if some of us went. We spent the rest oftdyeinside at Gran’s alternately play-
ing with Maggie in a tent of white sheets and dinioom chairs, and listening to ham-

mering and chainsaws as Daddy, Uncle Red and @véldown the ghostly tree house
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next door. By supper time, because Maggie was dsongell and, with the doctor’s per-

mission, Mama decided to let Maggie go with us@ahear Faith.
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CHAPTER 10

| sat in the claw-foot tub in Gran’s upstairs attm and stared at the fused-lead
seams of the glass window. The late afternoon saamstarting to fade, and | could hear
Bethany shrieking and a motor revving in the frgautd as Will instructed her on four-
wheeler drivingl was sinking back into the new reality with Daddy; the new, sucky

normal.

Staring at my white cotton dress that hung onahliectoset door, | squeezed my
hair with a towel. | was thinking that | neededdel happier to wear it, when Mama

called up to me.
“Laine, we're all walking to the lake.”
“Not going.” | crawled with my damp towels intoettbed.
Mama was quiet.

| wouldn’t have minded going, normally. | loved ti#eg the ducks and walking
on the pier, but it was having the company thadhd feel like. There was a heaviness

from learning about Daddy that | couldn’t shake.
“Okay, Sweetie. But we're going to hear Faith smgght, remember?

“I know. I'll be ready.” There was a pause befsl@ma creaked back down the
staircase. She was wondering if | was okay. | etiavtriting in Journey before | got ready

to go.
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Dear Journey,
Is it George Eliot in Middlemarch who says...?

What we call our despair is often the painful eages
of unfed hope.

Maybe it's another book — I'll find out.
It is Middlemarch — didn’t want to leave you hangirg, Pal.

Love,
Laine

| was tired from crying and worrying, but | decidiedfix-up to go to Gentry’s to
hear Faith sing. | tried to dry my curls with |éggz than normal, and | put on some
powder and mascara, dropping my lip gloss in mg@tor the car ride over. | was
hoping Jake would be there, and wondering whatdethinking after the last time we
spoke. Relaxing and focusing on anything other thaddy was hard, and | was going to

let Jake’s defense of him go. | knew I'd overredcigust wanted to see him.

Jake’s truck wasn't there when we got out at Géstigside the hostess area of
the large, glossy-oak restaurant, | announced tlvas going to the bar to get a daiquiri.
Mama laughed, she may not have known that | wasuserand Daddy’s incredulous

glare told me he wasn't amused.

“Vir—gin, people.” | slipped passed them beforeytioeuld stop me and headed

toward the bar.

“Don't worry Uncle Phil, I'll keep a watch on Hewill spoke to Daddy in his

usual light-hearted manner and followed me.
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Kay held her mouth open in horror as she watchedvalke away. “You can't sit at

the bar, Laine, you're under age.”

“You are so right, thanks, Kay.” | spoke over ninpslder as | walked away, and

her grumblings faded as | left.

“We'll be seated soon, Laine. I'll come get yduvas sure Mama was craning her
head to watch me walk off. Her voice was muffleditoyy conversations of all the people
| had passed. | was sick of Mama and Daddy’s gaothe-surface, don’t-talk-about-the-
important-stuffrelationship; I didn’t want to be a witness to their behavior any more.

There were several middle-aged couples and ongggrald man seated at the
large u-shaped counter. | sat down on a glossy aostbol. Will sat beside me and
watched a ball game on one of the screens moubtacahe bar. | pulled out some of
the shopping money Mama had given me for the a&mgl, | ordered a virgin, strawberry
daiquiri that came right away.

“You look nice, Laine.” Will said and tapped myrawith his elbow. “You should
wear your hair like that; it looks good.”

“Thanks. | just tamed it down a little more thasrmal.” | didn't look up from the
squiggly lines | was making on the outside of ttustly glass drink. The tart, icy

sweetness felt good on my tongue. Just then, dreeéamiliar voice behind me.

“It's a little early for this, isn't it y’all?” Jee said. “And aren't y’all a little young?

I’'m a little surprised at your parents for condanthis behavior.”
| turned around to see him standing, trying najrio ear to ear, behind me.

Wow. He looks.....nicdt felt so good to see him standing there. | waadef he
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thought I looked as good in my worn cowboy bootbeaslid in his.

“Hey, Jake.” | surprised me how glad | was to s, and | slipped down off of

my stool.
His face got serious. “Laine, you look beaut...”

Before he could finish, | stepped to him and huggied It wasn't planned, | just
did it. His arms stayed open for a moment, suspeeimdéhe air, like he was frozen and
didn't know what to do, but I didn't let gblay my head on his chest and closed my eyes.
He smelled like fresh soap and aftershave. | ctadthhis heart beating in his chest and,
after a second, his arms closed softly around m&slconscious of the working of his

muscles beyond his rolled up shirt sleeves asdnsi$imoved over my back.

“Hey, it's okay. It's okay.” Jake normally had aftsepoken way, but he sounded

different. He spoke in a comforting voice, desigf@dthat moment.

I don't know not how long we'd stood there when Mamalked up. “We're all

sitting down. Is everything okay, Laine?” Her eyalis went up.

| peeled myself from Jake. Embarrassment pokededor throwing myself on
him when he walked up. Then I noticed he hadn’t looked over at Mama; he was
unmoving with his hands still on the backs of myosls, as if he wanted to make sure |
was all right to be let go. He looked hard at nmg] bwondered what was going through
his mind. For a second | wondered if something la@bkering him, if there was
something he wasn't telling me. | didn't care. Ardidn’t want to pull whatever it was

out of him. | was tired. Emotionally tired from tiking about Daddy.

Mama cleared her throat.
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“We're fine, Mama. We're coming. I've just hadad day and was telling Jake
about it.” | dropped my head into my hand, to let know | got her message. “We'll be

right over.”

“Better hurry, the cheese sticks are going fagiima glanced back at me as she

left, waiving me toward the table in an exaggeratedion.

If I'd been standing with anybody else she mightde=n more insistent, but
Mama had always liked Jake. Really, she probablylaiee let a lot of things slide to

give me some space since our talk about Daddy.

“What's going on, Laine?” Jake was still focusechuy though people kept

passing and a man'’s noisy laughter turned into muahs close by.

| didn’t know what to say. | was starting to realwhy I'd hugged Jake as soon as
he got there. It was because | wanted to. | was-dbep in Mama and Daddy’s mess, and
| wanted to cry...with Jake. Just Jake. | wantecklichim that | was falling in love with
him.

“Laine?” He looked nervous, rubbing his finger band forth over his chin,

almost like he knew what | was going to say.

| was quiet for a moment while he waited. “I'mrgoft just really wanted to hug

you. That's all. It's nothing, really.”

He looked like the air left his chest. He scratttiee back of his head and looked

at the floor.

| knew | needed a better response. “| mean...I'mrpaly glad you're here,

tonight.” I knew, too, that | didn’t have the stgth to get into all of my feelingsust
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because he’s asking doesn't mean | have to telldwenything I feel right now.
His hands were on his hips and he was staringigiftrone.

“Laine, there's something | need to talk to yoawti He buried his hands in his

jeans pockets.

| stopped him, and | grabbed my drink from the Hagt's do it later. I'm really

starving.”
“Laine —

| interrupted him again.dont want to do any more right notC'mon Jake. Let's
go eat.” | gave a nod toward our long table actbegestaurant, and Mama waived her
hand up high to make sure we saw her. Kay, alwayself-appointed leader, glared and
motioned us over. Will was sitting next to Bethamd Aunt May gobbling up onion

rings; I hadn’t noticed when he left the bar.

Jake and | sat next to each other at the tableybutidn't talk. | ate all of my
hushpuppies and, after Will had stolen four or feny French fries, | gave him the rest.
| kept thinking about what had just happenathat did | keep Jake from telling me? Why
did he look disappointed when | said | just needédig?| could’ve told him that he was
the one | wanted to hug, to hug longer, actuaitg ® be with. That would've been the

truth.

Even when | stole one of Jake’s hush puppies, thetdspeak or look at me, he
just scooted his plate toward me to offer more.thyughts rambledso | like Jake. So
what? | like him a lot. More than I've ever likedyene. Is that a bad thing? It's not like |

have to tell him right away.picked at my cole-slawbont let things get weird.
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| wasn't going to feel ashamed or embarrassednkthknew on the first day |

saw Jake back at Gran’s how much | liked him. Batl@y’s stuff had torpedoed me.
After Will and | had ravaged my plate, | broke thience with Jake.
“Wanna dance?”

Jake looked at me, clanking his fork on his plagestopped chewing, mid-bite.
The unfamiliar band’s songs had mellowed and agewaple were slow dancing in front

of the stage across the room. Faith’s band wagygoiplay next.

“Yeah.” Jake paused before getting up, as thoutgiok him a second to absorb
what we were about to do. He wiped his mouth wihwhite, cloth napkin, threw it on

his plate and pulled my chair back out of the way.

On the dance floor, | felt better than | had iorg time. Better than the recent
days dealing with Daddy’s mess, and better thayulccremember feeling. | felt so good

it scared me.

My arms went to Jake’s shoulders, and his hands$ hgdrly around my waist.
Standing slightly apart, we swayed in rhythm smlgitle. The hefty banjo player

clamped his lips as he picked a soft, blue-grass tith a hopeful fiddle part.

| was elated to be there. A tingle scurried upbagk and made my shoulders
twitch, and my cheeks warmed as | wondered if baikbseen me shiver. His expression

confused me. “Everything okay?”
Roused from distraction, he relaxed and smiledativé

The look on his face tickled the hair on my armgrikzly man on stage played a

familiar song on the harmonica, and we swayed. wadwayed. And we swayed.
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The song was over. There was clapping and chealimgound us.
“Jake?” | stopped our dancing and stood still, &vtid you want to talk about?”
He let go of me.

He scratched his head, and he took a deep breath@sssed his arms. My

hands started to feel clammy.
“I need to talk to you about something, Laine.” ldigression was grave.
“What is it?” There was an intrusive flutter in rajomach. “Tell me.”
His pressed lips told me it was serious, and tieeapoke.
“I'm engaged,” he said, “...to Belle Baker.”
| took a step back.
“You're what?”

Who the hell is Belle Baker? Wait, Will had mengid@a Belle...or maybe it was

Faith. | couldn’t remember what anyone had sésdhis real? How could | not know?

My insides felt sick and my brain couldn’t think ledw to respond. Jake’s face

looked tired, older.

“Belle and | dated on and off in high school. Gatk together when | moved
back my senior year.” His face hung, expressionlésshe was waiting for me to take it
all in. At the same time, it seemed like he wad&rmg something that was slightly

dreadful even to himself. Something he couldn’tgeeven if he wanted to.

The next moment, | felt thrust a million miles awbgouldn’t believe it.
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Though we’d been oblivious to the stage, we botrdiéhe announcement.

“Give a warm, southern welcome to Faith Reardon®&m&l Jenkins Boys.” The

deep voiced, cowboy-announcer lifted his hat taHHaefore leaving the stage.

Faith was enchanting. She got blurry and | realingceyes were filled with tears.
| could feel Jake facing me, looking at me. | wagcahing Faith on stage when she

realized that something wasn't right.
Faith frowned and mouthed, “What’s wrong?”

| shook my head and feigned excitement. She loak@ge a moment longer,
while she adjusted the microphone and the bankkdett to their instruments. | couldn’t

fool her.

Jake and | stood on the middle of the crowded df#ooe and | bit my lip until it
hurt. The music rang out. The short fiddle playerava bowtie and black-rimmed
glasses, and stood directly in front of us on stage blaring, breathy harmonica pricked
my raw ears. Faith’s voice was high and beautiike, a sad, country angel. She sang
harmony with a big, bearded guy at the other enti@&tage, whose fiddle looked tiny
beside his frame. | listened as their voices ledtiusic, intertwined in a mournful

melody.

| smiled, despite the enormous lump in my throata$ proud of Faith. She was
graceful, a lady, and she wasn’t afraid to go aftieat she loved. But an anger was

growing. Jake was standing next to me looking blamkl with tension oozing out.

Guys are all the same; Dad, Jake. No wonder Jake’s been acting so weird. He was

hiding his engagement from me. Hiding Belle from me
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The crowd roared as the song ended, and the anaosincke. “Grab a partner

and let’s pick it up...”

The song was loud and upbeat and couples dancawbald. My chest ached. |
didn't feel like moving, and Jakaoved close behind my right shoulder; it seemed he

was going to put his arms around me, but he jostdstery still.
Then Will danced up, hand-in-hand with Bethany, wtas standing on his boots.
“C’'mon y'all. Why aren’t you dancing?” Will laugheshd Bethany examined us.

“l can show you some moves if you don’t know wleatlo.” Bethany’s hair
sparkled with glitter, and her splotchy, black neaacand uneven red lipstick were good

giveaways that she’d gotten into Mom’s makeup bag.

Jake looked to me for a response. His eyes wetatites like he was scared of

how | might respond.
“Not now, y'all.” | said.

“Seriously, Laine, it's not hard. All you have to &...” Bethany yelled in

excitement.
“l said no, Bethany.” | could tell by her reactitivat I'd spoken too sharply.

“C’mon, Beth, we’ll show ‘em later.” Will moved tthe music with Bethany still

on his feet, away through the crowd.
Snapping at Bethany had fueled my anger, and étuta Jake.
“You suck, Jake Donnelly.”

His face looked resigned, like he was just goingtémd there and listen.
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“Where is she, anyway? Why isn’t she here? Arelyiding her from

everybody?” My voice got higher and shaky.

“She’s coming back into town tonight.” Jake’s womdsre quiet and lifeless. He
sounded ashamed, or maybe disappointed. “I watagdda@see you. | didn’t know we’d

spend so much time together. | didn’t know howelbytou.”
“Shut up, Jake.”
Why do | sound like such a baby?

“| talked to you. | told you about Daddy, Jakealdm't even told Faith. We talked

about being faithful. You led me on. Why did yoesgd so much time with me?”

The lump in my throat was getting more painful ang I'm not going to cry

again. Not for another liar.

Jake leaned his head in close to get me to lobkvat“Because | wanted to.” His
eyes had welled with tears. “I guess that is apue&ison but | wanted to be with you.

Nobody else.” There was a tenderness in his voice.
“Bull-shit.”

I didn't know it, but Mama had walked up beside f8ke heard my last words

loud and clear.
“Laine Elizabeth.” Her eyes were so big they lookedry.

“Not now, Mama.” | answered quickly and spoke asdault talking to another
adult. Her eyes were still wide, but she didn't saything else. Mama knew when | was

serious and sincere. On rare occasions she stégp&dnd let me behave as an adult, in
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spite of her motherly convictions. | was prettyesfiay didn't share those moments with

Mama.
| turned back to Jake and | thought Mama had left she hadn't.
“l said that'’s bull-shit, Jake.” | was louder thecend time.

“What did she just say?” Daddy’s voice boomed filoehind me and | gasped,

but Mama stepped in.

“It's a dance, Phil...it's just some kind of danc&lama’s voice was unusually
sweet as she grabbed his hands in hers. “Let'sed&ie’re supposed to be supporting
Faith, now, c’mon. You should be ashamed of yofirB4dlil, not dancing for Faith’s
band.” She teased and guided them closer to thhe,sfilancing back at me with a stifled

look of concern.

| turned back to Jake. “I trusted you. Why didrduytell me? Don’t you think you

should’ve told me?”

“Yes...l should’'ve told you. At the time, | didn’titik it mattered all that much.

It's not like...” He stopped short, clinching his ntbishut as he looked at the stage.

“Like what?” His dimple lines shown beneath hisbdtie, and | was shaking and

wanted to scream.

He didn’t answer. The fast fiddle playeok over; it may have been a Hank

Williams, Jr. song.

“Like what, Jake?” This time | was screaming, he toud music masked my

voice.
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He blurted out a reply.

“..not like you felt like | do, or anything. That#l.” His voice got quieter. He
waived his hand, as if to give up, and he turnefddte the band. “Never mind. | know it

was wrong...and I’'m more sorry than you can undetstan

| wondered if he was trying to say that he liked @ensidering everything, it felt

pathetic and | didn’t want to hear it.
| walked away.

| went toward the nearest door, just beyond thgestand made it out into the
warm night air and down onto the wet grass. Outetheould breathe. | looked out under
the stars, surrounded by the scent of honeysuckigthe chirping of noisy crickets. The
door slammed open behind me as | pulled a jeweaddtdyppin out of my hair. Jake had

followed me out.

“Laine, please talk to me.” He jogged up to me l&etball players do when

trading out players on the field.

“What could there possibly be left to say?” My arongssed, and my shoulders
shot up with every sentence. “You are getting nedreind you didn’t tell me about it. You

kind of led me on. Now | know. End of story.” | ditl see the point in talking anymore.
“It's not what you think.” Jake fingers touched aym.

| jerked him off so abruptly and my arm almost ledKkike a fist. Almost. “We're

done.” | turned and moved away. He stepped closdido’'t touch me as | went on.

“Now | know why you took up for Daddy — guys are in this togetheh? Now it

makes sense why you defended him; you are just like him.”
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| didn’t fully believe that, but it's what came olly emotions were still adding

to the immature sound of my words.

“Laine, listen to me.” He kicked the dirt with h®ot and spoke loud and fast. “I
broke up with Belle in the fall. At Easter, she edkf we could give it another shot. Deep
down, | knew it wasn't going to work, and | showé’said no, but | said I'd try. A few

weeks ago | knew | had to end it. | didn’t love,heot like you're supposed to.”
His voice trailed off at the end, and | wasn't stivat he’d finished.

“l don’t understand. So, | guess she just persugdado marry her after all. Is
that what you are saying?” | was trembling and land didn’'t want to hear about the two
of them. “Jake, we're done. | hope you and youragain, off-again, Belle, will be very

happy together.” | passed him and walked back tdvilze door.
The next thing he said slowed me to a stop.
“She’s pregnant, Laine.”
| turned to comprehend what he’d said.

Atear rolled down his cheek, and he sniffed as/@et on. “So | asked her to
marry me. | should’ve told you about her...about gtreng. Hurting you was the last
thing | wanted to do. | was just so glad to see.ytmspend time with you. I'm sorry.”
He looked down at the dirt in front of his bootsoid tears fell when he blinked. “I'm not
going to let a baby of mine be without a fathert Nee | grew up.” He wiped his face,

and sniffed away his tears. “So that’s where wé'are
He looked at me for a response.

“Oh.” My legs were weak and | couldn’t say muchvdnted to hug him, and |
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didn’t want to. A painful, groaning ache had takeat in my chest.

| should’ve been glad that he wanted to be a g@afj ldut a groaning ache had
taken root in my chest. He didn't love her. Butytheere getting married. It was real and
there was a baby. We’d gone from teenagers to gugsrovernight. I'd dated several
boys at school and thought I'd loved one, but &ver felt anything close to what | felt
for Jake. And | knew he felt something, too. Weodtthere, a few feet apart under a

million stars, sharing a sadness and a loss fodsvor

Several minutes later | made it back into Gentaytme, and sat at our long,
empty table amid crumpled napkins and catfish rertsnand sipped on my watered-
down, sweet tea, while everyone danced. Maggieupam Dad’s shoulders beating her
pink cast on his head high above the crowd. Fasitwsy about walking away tugged at

me.

| watched Jake walk inside and all the way to the He leaned back on the

counter on his elbows and watched the band. | thameay when he looked at me.

Everything felt wrong. I'd realized how | felt aboJake, and then it was all
jerked away. But | didn’t hate himnot under all of the circumstances. | felt sorry fo

him.
A few minutes later, things got worse.

Faith and the band were playing their final sond bwas dying to leave, when

Belle walked in.

| saw her walk in the front door, and | knew itsatger. She was wearing a short,

white, strapless dress and her legs were longaralgaanddaddy-longlegs spider’s. Her
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hair was platinum blonde and perfectly straight har lips were the color of a plastic,

red apple. She reeked of setfafidence; I could smell her from my table.

Will plopped down in the chair beside me. He wasaf breath and took a long

drink from his tea glass, before he spotted heey;Hbok, Belle’s back in town.”

| watched him and wondered why he hadn't talkesuaber. “I've never heard

you mention her.”

He shoved half a fat onion ring in his mouth. “hdaeally care for her if you
want to know the truth. She’s a little uppity foytaste. Thinks her Daddy runs the town

just because they’ve got land and some stores.”

We, and most of the restaurant, watched Belle.s&gped inside the door and
flipped her hair back, away from her face and ckddker lipstick in a shiny, silver

compact before spotting Jake and heading to the bar

She kissed Jake on the cheek and leaned in toilugHler tan shoulders and

skinny arms looked as sleek as her legs. Jake doskeprised, then he hugged her back.
My heart started to thump.

| couldn’t believe she was there. | couldn’t lookesy as she headed toward the

bathrooms, leaving Jake alone at the bar.

By this time, Faith had left the stage and Mama@addy and the others had

made it back to the table.

“Are we ready to go?” | asked Mama who looked ugady surprised by my

asking.
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“Pretty soon, baby, since Faith is done.” She pattg leg and seemed to have

forgotten about my language with Jake on the déinoe

| walked to my original seat at the far end of thiele and slipped the long strap of
my mini-hobo bag over my head. Jake’s and my @allesat next to each other. Then |

looked up and saw them.
Belle and Jake were standing right across the.table
“Hey y’all, I'm Belle.”

| grabbed my bag and headed for the door, to wakveryone to leave, and to
avoid the couple | never wanted to see. While édtoear the bar by the restaurant’s

front door, an enormous friend of Will's, Rusty \lé&le, winked at me from the bar.

I looked back at Jake, who was saying goodbye tdamyly at the table, though

he looked over at me and glanced at Rusty as hekdbaddy’s hand goodbye.
For some reason, that prompted me to form a dialegth Rusty.

“Good to see you, Rusty, hope you’re doing alrighyelled too loud at him at
the bar, though he was only about ten feet awagnhy hand shot up and | waved my

hand at him, which was awkward at our close range.

Rusty smiled and “shot” me playfully with his haimdthe shape of a gun, which |
didn’t understandew, what does that even mean? Why are you wavitigsaguy,

Laine?

My group was walking toward me and the door, asaw that Jake was craning
his head to watch my and Rusty’s communicati@nsgo! Then | realized, awkward

flirting with Will's creepy, oversized buddy at thar, wasn’t exactly the same as being
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CHAPTER 11

| was poor company in my silence on the ride torgbunion with Faith. | thought
about the special day I'd spent on McBride’s falohloved everything from the earthy
smells of hay and livestock to birthing the sow #meltractors. There was something ma-
jestic about those monstrous, earth-stirring mad)iand I'd sensed farmers’ almost

spiritual, solitary reliance on the uncertain maehny and weather.

My heart tugged when | thought about Jake, buis & waste of time. If he came

to the reunion, I'd pretend he didn’t exist, maylo at all — ever.

Faith’s voice broke the silence in the car. “lltan’t believe what you told me
about your Daddy. It doesn’t seem like he’d do Bmg to hurt your Mama.” She rubbed
her hand over mine as we followed the line of ¢haas$ turned onto a long, gravel road off
of the highway. The endless driveway sat betwemk,tgreen woods and low-lying cot-
ton fields. | could see the grand, white manomgjtback far from the highway, flanked
by equally impressive, proud oak trees. “Are yoaydK Faith slowed the car on the pop-

ping gravel toward the house.

“Sure.” | cracked my window, and the pungent,lgtiair flew in from the pass-

ing, marshy woods.

“I'm thinking about telling Daddy that | know.”

Faith turned and looked at me. “Tonight? At thenten?” She looked like I'd

said | was going to shoot him.
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“Yes. Your Mama said there’'d be a microphone @ndfage during dinner for
people to tell stories or memories, or whateveturhed to avoid Faith’'s eyes, and

watched the prickly, passing pines.

“Laine, I don't think it's a good idea at all to””. She hit a rut of gravel and

swerved to keep us on course.

| was tired of being told what to do and thinkddmwas tired of finding out that
nothing was what | thought it was. | wanted to ma&me choices. “Look, nobody
speaks up in my family. Except maybe Bethany, hatssannoying most of the time. An-
yway, nobody....talks about anything real. Nobodistiie truth.” We sat for a moment

in silence, then | went on. “It's time people kntve truth about Daddy.”

“But you don’t even know exactly what the truthligine. You don’t know all of
the details and everything that happened. Your Msamhthey were working on

things...”

“I know enough. | know what | need to know, Faiimd I'm tired of abiding by

what we are and aren’t supposed to say. Justrtreisokay?”

Faith turned away and let out a deep breath. Iddali she was trying hard not to

say anything else.

We got out to slamming car doors and the burnintadun, and | spotted Mama,
Daddy and my sisters getting out of the car. Mamakéd stunning with her thick black
hair pinned back above one ear, a taupe shift dme$shimmery nude pumps. She and |
were the tanned ones of the bunch, her from lagiigvhile reading on Saturdays after

housework, and me from tennis. Kay climbed downaduhe car wearing a traditional,
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ivory skirt suit and black blouse, mumbling somethio Bethany, who was still in the

car.

“Leave that tape recorder.” Mama'’s words were idezhfor Bethany, though she
was bending down, beating the wrinkles out of Matggsmocked, lavender dress. Mag-

gie pulled feverously at her matching hair bow.

“Mama, | have to bring it,” Bethany shrieked. Ittee reunion....interviews are

the most important thing.”

Bethany had obviously won a clothes argument widmd. She was wearing a
snug, gray Beatles tee shirt, a black ruffle skirsjlver sequin scarf and converse. Her
hair was twisted up in a messy fashion, and covertdsparkly butterfly bobby pins.
Her makeup was subdued; she wore only blush anétlgpi@ gloss. She stood and fid-

dled with her tape recorder and batteries.

“Hush, Bethany.” Mama turned around, prompted byhBny’'s volume. “Okay,

you can bring it.” She sighed and spoke softly.t‘Ba not have it out all evening.”

| looked over to see Maggie grinding the tip of bite, patent-leather shoe in
the moist, black dirt beneath the gravel. Dad camend from the other side of the car.

He pulled a cotton handkerchief out of his suitket@nd wiped off his sunglasses.

“You girls look nice.” Mama smiled at Faith and exed kissed our cheeks. |

didn’t feel like smiling back.

| wore a strapless, knee-length, coral dress dahisaihat would fly out wide if |
spun around, and | had hoped it might lighten mypdadt was the kind of dress you

could wear to a picnic or somewhere formal. | likedt it was comfortable, as were my
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cropped, white cowboy boots. As least | had thairded back in one of the many bobby
pins that Faith had used in my hair; she’d insistedbraiding it in a fancy, wrap around

style for the occasion. Like most things Faith didyrned out pretty.

“Color-coordinated, huh?” Faith smiled and leanaalards me with closed eyes:
she was showing me her plum eye shadow. She wgant)as always, in her sleeveless,

plum dress and matching, strappy sandals.
“Looking good.” | winked.

Mama opened her large, gold clutch and | saw theltlsconverted it into a diaper
bag for Maggie. | spied a small plastic bag of keas, a mini coloring-book with cray-
ons, and some wet wipes. She bent and wiped Magsgjiwie and then took her hand to

walk.
Daddy held Mama'’s other hand and we all followedibd to the manor.

The front, French doors were propped open on tieading porch, and a red-
headed girl in a grape dress stood in the airyrfdy@nding out programs at the entrance
to a grand room on the right. | took the stiff, nygaper and read that Robert Montgom-
ery, the mayor of Oak Lake, would be giving ouharidred-year farm” award to a Car-
son Campbell, and an Oak Lake High School foottlaljue to Daddy, among other

things.

“Dinner is in here.” The girl spoke as our groupkea toward the dining hall.
“They’ll be a band in the opposite ball room aftards. Help yourself to the buffet on
the right. There’s an open mic throughout dinngoti'd like to share a story or do a

toast — just get in line to the right of the stage.
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Thinking about the open mic made my hands swéwtdlto tell everyone about
Daddy — the real Daddy. No one else in my familg waer going to speak out — ever. If
he wasn’t going to acknowledge the truth, maybg Would force him to. | tried to keep

calm.

In the dining room, | found myself looking for JaKenere were lots of large,
round, beautifully decorated tables with many famfgseople I'd seen, and more with
people I didn’t know at all. | saw Mr. Gentry, aAdnt May talking to some ladies |
didn’t recognize. Faith was talking to a friendrfrdnigh school I'd met a few times, but
she glanced over at me with a concerned look onteice. | dropped my tiny, crocheted
purse at a table and headed toward the buffet8oenuch food, and | was starving. |
passed on the steak and fish and grabbed frie#ami¢two rolls, corn on the cob, and
green beans before heading back to the table. Mathdlaggie sat down beside me, and

Mama cut up bites on Maggie’s plate.

“Cat got your tongue, Laine?” Mama smiled and teltheck whether her brown,
rhinestone barrette was still in place, before pugMaggie’s drink away from the edge

of the table.
| shrugged.

“Laine,” Mama went on, “I've been thinking abouirdalk, and | wanted to say

I’'m sorry you had to hear anything. You are reédly young to understand how....”

A microphone screeched as a man in a suit fiddiédit on the stage. He looked
over our heads to somebody in the back and seemrgget some direction, before return-

ing the mic to the stand and leaving.
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“Mama,” | stabbed two green beans with my forkafth not too young — I'll be
eighteen in a few months. | understand how relatigyrs work. | understand when some-
one is a jerk, and when someone cheats. | unddrgtaomeone lies. I'm old enough to

understand that.”
“Laine, you don’t know the full picture.”

“I know enough.” Picking at my roll, | spoke asHewed. “I know that someone
needs to talk to him. Someone needs to call him@mheone needs to make him an-
swer, or be accountable for things he’s done. H&l®¢0 own up to it and admit it. It
seems like y'all are in some kind of denial.” Therds shot out of my mouth without any

pauses, like chaff tumbling out of a combine.
“We’'re working on it, Laine. Things have been weorsthey'll get better.”
| tore at my roll, then tossed it back on my platel got up.
“Don’t go, baby.”
| walked away chewing a mouth full of bread.

| went out into the foyer and walked across togparse, grand dance hall. There
was a band in suits and ponytails: one memberdttabs showing on his neck above his

shirt collar and hand, and he tuned a guitar wdtiheers positioned equipment cords.
Dad stood near the stage.

He was chatting with the base guitar player. Haggd over and saw me in the
doorway, and lifted a hand at me as | looked atepped quickly backwards into the

hallway. | felt like screaming at him.
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People were still streaming in, but the dining Bakady looked full. There was a
mumbled roar of chatter as people talked and &g, Bethany and Gran had sat down
by Mama, and | looked again for Jake as | went hachky seat. A few minutes later,

Daddy returned, bringing a plate to the table eddggie.

The mayor was introduced and he started givingaauatrds. When he got to
Daddy’s, he talked about how the recent seasoralkti@ke High School was the closest
they'd come to breaking the football touchdown paserd, but Daddy still held the rec-
ord. They also held the high school championshipné My stomach knotted as | lis-

tened to the accolades.

After the awards ended, a big-haired blonde anneditite open mic for the re-
mainder of dinner and dessert. | saw two or thesspfe walk over and wait their turn in

line. My stomach flip-flopped.

Dad sat down at the table and returned Mama’'sesasilshe leaned over to read

the plaque.

| shot up from my seat. Mama was wiping Maggidisxand didn’t notice me
walk away. | got in the end of the line, three de@way from the mic, and caught bits

and pieces of what was being said.

A stout lady with several chins in a cream, beadleds spoke at the mic with a

gravelly, monotone voice. “...back then, this eveasyust a picnic in Oak Park...”

The line moved up.
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A red-faced man stepped to the mic, and talkeditglaying with Daddy at
Gran’s when he was young. “Phil and | threw thealbad many a Saturday on the lake

bank. It never surprised me how good a quarterbackas...”

The line moved up, and past speakers walked lmattietr tables. | took a deep

breath and tried to calm my chest.

The last man had a thick gray mustache and stondhea over in sports coat.

“...and | couldn’t have rented land from any niceople.”

There were lots of clapping after the final marésnenents. Suddenly, | was at the

end of the line, alone, and standing in front & thic.

The room quieted to a murmur, and | popped my klascand looked around. |
felt like | could burst, like there were screamiogying fireworks going off inside my
mind. Daddy was eating his food and acting likergtheng was fine. Mama was looking

at me, wondering what | was going to say.

Aunt May’s face changed from a sweet smile tolaroat worried look, and Faith
sat beside her and stared at me intently withedtihead. | noticed that Faith got out of

her chair as | looked to another table.

Jake was there.

He sat by Belle, and some older people | didn'tknBelle’s dress and lips were
dark red, and her silky blonde hair glistened tken silk under the dim, gold lights of

the chandeliers. Jake was sitting up stiff andgittawatching me.
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| wasn't sure how many seconds had passed, butepa@pe starting to whisper.
A pointy nosed lady with Cleopatra hair at a taldese to me grabbed her water glass

and looked with concerned eyes at the short méngsitext to her.

| felt a hand on my arm: it was Faith’s. “You dohave to do this, Laine,” she

whispered, “not like this.”

Tears welled up in my eyes. Faith knew | wasn’t elyand she knew why | was
up there. | shook her hand off of me. Daddy waswtai anyone thought he was. He
wasn’t who | thought he was. Everything was alwaythe dark. His family deserved to
know the truthWhy am | having to deal with this quietly and het gets away with eve-

rything? The burden should be shifted to him, sodredeal with it.
“Laine,” Faith whispered. She touched my arm again.
| jerked away. This time more abruptly than | metant grabbed the mic.

“I came up here....” | said. | spoke too closely itlte mic and my voice bel-

lowed. The mic squealed. My hands were cold ankisba
| spoke into the mic again. “....To tell you about dDgd.”

The room got quiet. Faces all over, old and yowegge staring at me. Other than

a few water girls refilling glasses, the room wiil. s

| went on. “Thomas Hardy said it was better foroffiense to come out with the
truth than for the truth to be concealed...” | glath over to see Mama drop her head into
her hand at the table as Maggie turned aroundtaod sip in her seat. Daddy looked at

Mama, confused, then looked up at me. He sat rabisichair.

My heart was racing.
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| didn’t know what to say. | was standing ther@dyto tell the whole family
everybody what Daddy had done. What kind of mawae No football story. No inno-
cent boy, Sunday school story. | was ready todalkut who he really was. As a grown

up. How he hurts the ones he loves. How he lies.
Tears were streaming down my cheeks, and Faitll stilbbeside me.
Then | saw it.

Daddy pulled his handkerchief out of his pocket amoked Maggie’'s hands, then
her nose. He quietly cajoled her back into her.deatas the daddy | knew. The good

one.

What | was about to say up there didn't feel rigtite hurt was boiling up in me
and over and out of me, but | had a bad feelimgtéd Daddy at that moment. | wanted
to hurt him. Hurt him like he had hurt me, and Mainait my lip to avoid making a full-
out, comedic tragic expression, but my entire faas wet and tears were hitting my

dress on my chest.

| sucked up my emotions for a brief moment. It Wes | was suddenly frozen
and holding my breath. | spoke up once more antiteophone. The servers were frozen,

too, watching to see what | would say.

“I think I will just say, that.....that family is imgrtant. And, that what we do af-
fects each other, for good or bad.” Tears rantiméosides of my mouth as | spoke.
“Whether or not others know about the hurtful tleinge do, doesn’t matter; our behavior
makes up our character. We should treat each tithevay we would like to be treated.

And | never want to forget that.” My voice crackatcthe very end. “Thank you.”



109

| walked away from the mic and rushed out of themmpdown the front porch
steps and around the side, flinging open a whitedea gate into a large courtyard and
garden. | didn't know where | was going but | wasrlging. Crying and hurrying. | was
reaching the point of uncontrollable sobs as | sldywhen Faith made it up beside me.

She stopped me and hugged me and | cried on hes.dre
Soon Mama and Daddy were beside us.
“Sweetie, are you okay?” Mama said.

“What was all that about, Laine?” Daddy said.

He stood looking at me with his hands on his hepsl he had a tone of aggrava-
tion in his voice. | pulled away from Faith, loogiat Mama and Daddy through wet,

blurry eyes.

“It was not about much of anything. It wasn’t abadtat | planned it to be when |

went up there.”

“Hush Laine, you don’t know what you're talking altd Mama’s teeth chattered
in spite of the hot, sticky air. She had figured ausome point that | had gone up there to

talk about Daddy. To “out” him.

“What is going on here?” Daddy scowled throughvinigds. “Y’all are causing a
scene. This is supposed to be a family event."dd&dd back to see if anyone was look-
ing at us from the window of the dance hall. No was. The sun was going down. The
ground had a hazy glow as the light grew dim. Argjarted to grow again, up from in-

side me.



110

| kicked my boot in the black dirt between the krstdewalk and the purple-pet-
aled ground cover. Mama stood next to an over dr@ithoneysuckle on the fence and
the scent was strong and sweet, and white-washed$evere thinning beneath it.
Something caught my eye. | looked over and saw dalleBelle dancing inside through

the window.
Another blow.

Jake was very much with Belle. A dull, heavy pasanated in my chest. |
wanted to talk to him, but | knew that was crazgsi8les, the most important thing at that
moment was to talk to Mama and Daddy. | knew thatlidn't talk to Daddy right then

about what | had learned, | might not ever.
| looked up at them, as they stood still, lookingre.
“I know....l know that you cheated on Mama.”

“You, what?” Both of his hands went back to hisshgnd his coat spread open
wide, exposing much of his shirt. He made stutgesounds of doubt and dismissal. He

looked over at Mama.
“Hallie, what is she talking about?” His wrinkledowv demanded an explanation.
“She came to me and....” Mama said. | interruptedasesoon as she started.

“It wasn’t Mama who told me. And why does that regktls this about Mama?

Cause | thought we were talking about you.”
“Simmer down, Laine. Now what is this really abdubaddy said.

| looked at him for a moment.
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“Did you cheat on Mama?” | rubbed hard to wipe tiars off my cheeks.

“Now, Laine, this is not the time or the place. Waed to get back inside and

you...” Daddy started, but | screamed before he ctnigh.

It was a loud, full, voiced scream. “Did you cheatMama?” My intensity
shocked us all. Daddy looked around like he wa®etipg bombs to fall around us, and

he knew he had to answer.

He shifted his weight and stared at the groundlodked up at me and said,

“Yes, your Mama and | have had our share of problém

Mama sighed. It looked like her upper body deflaaad some of her spirit left

her, as she walked to a nearby garden bench anidwat
Faith stood still a few feet away, looking dowrtleg ground.
“How could you do it, Daddy?”

He frowned and threw his hands up in the air. “NBaby, you don’t understand
everything, and you won’t understand much until’'yelbeen in a marriage as long as

we have.”

“That sucks, Daddy. That's the lamest excuse lwer deard.” | looked him

straight in the face.

Mama’s tired face looked up at me from the benald, lavent on. “And you.

How can you let him get away with this? How can yst let him walk all over you...”

Daddy blurted out, “Now wait just a minute. Dontityact for one minute like

you know much of anything that has gone on in etationship. Frankly, Laine, this is
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none of your business. We’'re not obligated to disdhie intimate details of our marital

relationship with you, or any of you girls.”

My tears stopped. | looked into Daddy'’s face arautht about how much he’d
hurt me. How much I had trusted him. How much Held Mama. How much it would
hurt Kay and Bethany to know what he’d done. Th#mought about Maggie, and the
tears came back. This time they were fast and haasly spoke through them. “Y’all
don’t talk about stuff. Y'all don’t deal with stuffrou shouldn’t do each other like this.
How could you cheat, Daddy? How could you not doething when he did, Mama? |
don’t understand you. Either of you. | don’t knovaywou do like this.” | took a deep
breath, working to dry my eyes. “But | do know...drdt want to be like this. | won’t be

like this.”

We stared at each other, without saying anythieg.élhey’d heard what | had to
say, and | felt like a coach speaking to immatuagqrs. | was realizing that | couldn’t
fix them. The guarded, difficult reactions from Rigchad surprised me. | empathized
with Mama'’s avoidance. | thought, too, that Daddyswight: | didn’t know everything
that went on in their relationship and, for thatfireal time, it crossed my mind that
Mama could play a part in their dysfunctional mage. | didn’t think she’d cheated, but |
was starting to realize that both partners plagi@ Mama didn’t make Daddy cheat; |
knew that. But not standing up for herself or ta¢kabout things that mattered wasn’t
right either. | didn’t have anything else to saput my arm around Faith’s waist and

walked back inside to the bathroom.
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CHAPTER 12

| fell back into a chaise by the window in theisttarea in the dressy, first-floor

bathroom, and Faith sat down by my feet. With saseshe put her arm on my leg.

“At least your legs look good.” Faith gave me a stnamile and rubbed her hand

over my smooth calf.

| laughed and wiped the remaining dampness froneyeg. “Yeah, at least

there’s that.”

She got quiet. No more jokes. Neither of us hadhang to say.

A squatty, grey-haired woman wobbled in to theroesh. “Excuse me, ladies.”

She smiled and made her way into a stall.

“I'll be right back.” Faith stood up.” I've got soatissues and my makeup bag in

the car. Let me touch up your face, you'll feeltbet

| watched out of the window as Faith leaned inrhastang that sat low in the
line of trucks and SUVSs. | could see women’s hdaglond a car a few spaces from hers,
but | couldn’t see who it was. | watched Faith gh# items from her car. Then, she stood
still with the car door still open, and | wondeiiédhe was listening to something. After a

moment, she shut her car door gently and tiptoesdyaw

Faith looked pale when she walked back into tharbain, passing the squatty

women on her way out. “Excuse me.”
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“You look like somebody killed your cat.” | saidh& was quiet. “I’'m sorry you

heard all that, with Mama and Daddy.”

“I'm not. I'm glad | was with you.” She sat downdide me and rummaged

through the square, brightly colored bag.

“I don't really need any makeup, do 1?” By the lomk Faith’s face, | did. | really

didn’t mind it; | wanted her company.

Faith wet a paper towel, scooted close to me owrhiese, and started wiping off

the mascara from under my eyes. “Laine, | needltydou something.”

“Look, I'm done with Mama and Daddy right now. Irdbwant to think about

them anymore. I'm just tired...”
She interrupted. “It's not about your parents.”
| kept my eyes closed and head still as she cleanefdce. “What then?”
“I just heard Belle and her Mama talking by ther outside.”
My stomach felt a sick fluttet.don’t want to hear about Belle.

“I don’t care about them.” | let out a big breadis, if to help push the subject to

something else, and kept my eyes closed.
Faith blurted out, “Listen, Laine, you need to hims --”

Just then, a young mother in her twenties camdtimtwin two-year old girls.
The trio wore blue dresses with chiffon under thedr half that made their gowns stand
out like triangular lamp shades. The Mama had dreach child’s fists in hers, up by

their heads as she walked them to a large stall.
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“Excuse us, we're trying to avoid accidents in drgsses.” The mom looked at

Faith and me with big eyes as she hurried themm @hd closed the large stall door.
“Oh, don’t mind us, take your time.” Faith said.
| shifted in my seat, anxious for Faith to tell wshe’d started.

One of the little girls started a moaning cry, las Mama whispered and rustled
the crinoline dresses behind the door. The otlaléw spoke in a high, cartoonish voice.

“I need make stinky Mama.”

We sat still and listened, as the Mama whisperduitoy the crew along, and the

happy girl continued.
“I not need make stinky, Mama, | tee-teed!”

| rustled through Faith’s makeup bag and examimadesmauve blush, hoping

for the group’s quick exit.

The second girl's moaning cries continued as thenilheaved each child to the
sink, holding them in the air against the coungettowash hands. They individually
moaned and sang through the task. After wiping magatters off of the small dress

fronts, the tiny fists were reclaimed and they waueof the door.
Faith had begun reapplying my mascara.
“Okay, tell me.” | said with still, barely-open eye

“Well, Belle and her Mama were outside talking negrcar...” She was almost

whispering, though we were alone, as she pattethogywith powder. “Mrs. Baker was
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saying that Ruby Jeffries — that’s Belle’s frieRlith Anne’s, Mama — was at the club

pool with her, and that Ruth Anne had told her Bate was not pregnant.”
| sat straight in my seat. “What?”

Faith’s hand, clasping makeup, relaxed in her Eaphee went on. “...Mrs. Baker
said Mrs. Jeffries told her that Belle had madepitso that Jake would marry her, and

Mrs. Baker was demanding Belle tell her the truth.”
“What did she say?” My brain was trying to fathornat/| was hearing.
“It's true. She admitted it.” Faith stared at migylstly nodding.
“That she’s pregnant, or that she made it up?” Moybwrinkled in confusion.
“She lied about it, Laine. Belle made it up to geke to marry her.”

| dropped my head in my hands. “Wow. She’s a psydhmumbled down at my

“Certifiable.” Makeup clanked as she dropped coctgphack into her bag.

But Jake didn’t know she’d made it up while he wak me. He was engaged.

And he thought he was having a baby, and he #ili’titell me about her.
“What happened after that? Did Belle say she wasggo tell him?”

Faith sighed. “I just heard Mrs. Baker tell Bealat she needed to work it out. |
don’t know what Belle’s going to do...” Faith purseer lips as she shoved her folded

tissues into her bag. She didn’t look like she imadth faith in the Bakers.

“Surely she’ll tell him. Now that her Mama knows .felaxed a little back on the

chaise.
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“Who knows what Belle Baker will do...” Faith lean&miward with tense lips as

she put coral lip gloss on me. “There, done. Lggget some banana pudding.”

Nodding, | walked with Faith back to the diningno.

We took our desserts and sat alone at a tableomeaof the doors to the grand
foyer. With a big bite of creamy banana in my mouitboked through the foyer to the
far side of the dance hall and froze. Jake anceBedire dancing to the twangy, female

singer’s country love song.

Faith noticed my change. “What is it?”

“Nothing.” | slammed my spoon down into the chbwwl, scooped a big bite and

shoved it in my mouth.

Forget about them, Laine. They can work out theapmn their own. It doesn’t

involve you.

I couldn’t stop. | looked back, far across into bal room. Jake was standing
stiff, staring toward the distant wall. Belle snlggyher head on his shoulder and hugged

him tighter.

The blood throughout my body felt hot. Faith watdirg her spoon, which was

stalled at her bowl, as she tried to read me.

“Is Rusty Bowman still here?” | blurted out loudban I'd intended.

“What?” Faith looked like I'd said something crazy.

“The guy who hit on me at Gentry’s. | saw him eslihe was talking to Will by

the buffet. Have you seen him?
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“Um, he’s probably over with the band and everybelye.” Faith leaned back in

her chair and squinted her eyes at me.

“Good. I'm going to ask him to dance. Might as weji to have fun, right?” |
grabbed the tea glass on the table and took aAbgg €hoking and coughing, | whis-

pered. “Ew, that wasn’t tea. Whose glass was that?”
Faith shook her head slowly at me with big eye ftea.”

| grabbed Faith’'s makeup bag and stared her ifeiteeas | threw on some lip
gloss. “See you in there.” | marched out, alondgW#aith's opportunity to stop me. |

heard her whine as | left.
“Laine...."

| stopped in the ball room door. Jake spotted niestmwed his dancing. He
looked like he was about to say something. Bebeljtested on his shoulder and they kept

their embrace.

Will walked up, leaving Rusty and some other gugse by the stage. “There

you are, Laine, | haven't seen you all night.” Henfy his blonde locks out of his eyes.
“Do you think Rusty Bowman will dance with me?”luted it out.
“Huh?” His mouth fell open.

“I want to dance. Do you think Rusty will dance wihe or not?” | hated that |

sounded demanding, but | didn’t want to slow down.

“I'll dance with you, Laine, you don’t want to damavith Rusty...”



119

| pushed past him and walked to the group of geyd left. | looked up at Rusty;
he was enormous. Surely he posed for Hulk comik®aoages. The green guy, not

Banner.

“Wanna dance, Rusty?” My request was less thaty,fland | stood and waited

for his response with my hands on my hips.

He smirked, handed his drink to a short guy nextino and walked to me. “Hell,
yeah, Laine — what are you talking about?” He weapa jumbo arm around my back

and took us out to the dance floor.
| should’ve thought this through. There were guygeothan Rusty over there...

| walked toward the back, past several couplesidgrand folks lined up in
chairs against the wall, before | stopped. An upbeag was roaring, and Rusty twirled
me out away from him with a massive grin as wetatato dance. My thin, coral dress

flew out and around before he pulled me back to. him

| glanced at Jake, who was looking at me past Betlead, with his lips clamped
down on his tongue. | spotted Faith leaning agaimstoor frame with her arms crossed,

watching me closely.
Faith motioned, “you’re crazy,” when our eyes met.

We finished out the song, stopping for applauseds@ring, and the next song
began with a slow and soulful harmonica. Jake agltéBvere closer to us, and | could

hear her talking about St. Lucia. Jake’s face ldakenburnt as he stared at me.

Rusty pulled me close, his massive hands were drowynwaist, and | looked up

at him. “It's good to dance. | love it, and | dodu it that much.”
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“I'll dance with you any time you want, baby.” Hedged me tighter.

Ew. Sorry big guy — you aren’t doing it for me.

Just dance, Laine. You asked him because you wamtkhce.

| saw Mama sitting by the wall, talking to Aunt Me&he waved and winked at

me. She obviously thought I liked Rusty.

Mama — you haven'’t got a clue.

Then everything changed.

It happened fast, and | think my mouth fell operewl stopped and looked at

Rusty. He was squeezing my butt with both of hissnae hands.

| pushed his chest back; his hulk mitts were stilimy butt. | started to tell him
that | shouldn’t have asked him to dance. Thabu&dn't have given him the wrong im-
pression. That | was in-no-way interested. Thaaswrobably — okaylefinitely —using
him in front of Jake, but | didn’t get the chankke leaned down and pushed his big

tongue into my mouth.

| shoved him off, wiping his grossness off of fage, and Jake came up mum-

bling in a fury.

“Oh, hell no...”

I've never seen Jake look so mad. His chest wasihg and | could see by his
jaw that he was gritting his teeth. | could noti&et what was happening. It was my own

stupid fault. It was playing out right in front ofe, and | couldn’t stop it.
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“Now Jake, ¢c’'mon. Me and Laine was just having eduon.” Rusty’s head fell

back and he grinned.

Jake was fixed on Rusty. His arms were down aiffdogthis sides, and he

looked like an animal about to pounce.
The band played louder, and couples swirled alliadaus.
Belle came from behind Jake, looking all of usrovéake, what's going on?”
He cut her off. He was fixed on Rusty. “Not novellB.”
She didn’t give up. Huffing, she moved closerk&a.”

Rusty spoke out. “Now, Jake, | hate to tell yoig,tbut this pretty little lady

wanted me. Didn’t you, baby?” He licked his lipsheslooked me over.

That was it. | wasot his “baby.” It was moronic to ask Rusty to danad, lbvas

going to knock his lights out.

Unfortunately, | didn’t get that chance. Jake rdradk and punched Rusty square
in the face. Rusty slid a foot on the glossy flatren he landed on his back side. He
stayed down for a moment, and people kept dancimgna us to the blaring, blue-grass

tune.

One lady nearly tripped over him, and her middleehdance partner complained
as they danced past. “Get up from there, Rustyrga@oing to make somebody fall.”
Rusty moved his jaw around with his hand, befonging blood off of his lower lip and
examining it on his finger. Jake stood above Rimtya moment with his head hanging,

then he spoke.



122

“I'm sorry | hit you, Rusty. I lost control. You gt need to keep your hands off

Laine...”

I jumped in. “Jake, you shouldn’t have come ovénisTs between me and Rusty.

| can take care of myself. | don’t need any guiiefp me.”

Rusty was slowly working his way to his feet. Jéktened to me, and took a

deep breath before speaking to me calmly. “Laioe;rg the size of one of his legs...”

That flew all over me. “So I'm a helpless girl wholy a man can protect, right?”

| realized | was yelling.

Belle shot a look from me to Jake.

“No, Laine...” Before Jake could finish, Rusty flew top of Jake and pushed

him down onto the floor.

Belle let out a short scream, but it was mufflecclapping and guitar.

“Stop it, Rusty.” | yelled and grabbed his arm

They wrestled around in a half circle on the fld@ihat’s for making me rip my
shirt.” Rusty spoke as they squirmed, and theytgaiand held each other in their grips.

Jake clutched Rusty’s arm, and Rusty had Jakedogie¢hk on his back.

| couldn’t take it. | threw a leg over Rusty’s Band sat on him. | started pulling
up on his massive shoulder as hard as | couldpigigomy thighs around his waist for

leverage. “Stop it you idiots. Get up.”

Faith broke through some dancing couples with ManthAunt May. “Laine, get

off of them. Good heavens, what on Earth are yoog®3 Mama said.



123

Rusty leaned his head out to the side. “You andametake this back to the
house, Laine.” Rusty muttered as they squirmedhehd each other. | saw Jake’s face

darken as Rusty spoke.

Jake struck Rusty hard on the side of his face Rargty started to roll over, away
from Jake. | climbed off as he moved away. Jakeigain his elbow. Both guys were

grunting and grimacing as they felt their jaws.

Mrs. Baker ran up and put jeweled fingers on Bsl&ioulders. “Boys, explain to

“Ruby — " Aunt May held up a hand, shaking her haaiirs. Baker to stop her.

Will joked and helped Jake and Rusty off of thefldl can’t leave you boys

alone for five minutes, can 1?”

Rusty turned to walk out of the room, and Jakeegktb his back. “I want my

hunting gear back.”

Rusty shot a hand up in the air to wave goodbyeegsassed through the door-
way.

Faith stepped close. “Laine, what happened? | dzank from getting lemonade
and y’all were piled on the floor. | spotted youemhMama and Aunt Hattie did.”

What a ridiculous situation. Someone could’ve gottally hurt. Jake stood look-

ing away and quiet.

“It was a misunderstanding, but it's over.” | sdilveryone just drop it, please.

I’'m going to get something to drink.”
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Faith followed me out of the room, but | stopped inghe foyer. “Look, | just
need a few minutes. | know | was acting like awtdi can be really good at that when |

want to. | just need to be alone.”

She hugged me, before walking back to the danaa ratnere a waltz-like tune

spilled out. Mama and Aunt May stood watching nwarfrthe doorway.

| fixed a cold glass of sweet tea, pulled off mptsp and sat down at a table
against the wall. | was alone in the dining hally back was to the foyer, and | wonder-
ing which of my family was going to come and yélhae for my behavior, when | heard

someone approaching.
“Can | join you?” Jake’s voice surprised me.

“You haven’t had enough, Jake?” | swirled my iagwmy straw. “I mean, the
universe is trying really hard to make trouble wénar we’re around each other. Either
that, or it's me. Maybe we shouldn’t push it.”dtiened to the clinking ice in my glass

and didn’t look up.

Jake sat down next to me, and looked toward theH@arubbed his tongue over

the fat, split part of his lip.
“I'm sorry...” We spoke in unison.

“Look, Jake...” | started yanking the tight bobby piout of my braid. “That was
mostly my fault in there. | was jealous of you dagowith Belle, and | wanted someone

to dance with.”

“You sure picked a hell of a partner.”
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“You don’t have to tell me that. And | didn’t negdu to come save me. | can

take care of myself. And nobody asked you to punoh”

“Laine, he had his hands on you.” Jake squirmedudrseat and clinched his fist
on the table. “I felt like 1 was going to kill hithHe looking away as he spoke, as if re-

calling the event.

| put my hands on his fist. “Look, | was being imture. | shouldn’t have tried to
make you jealous. And Rusty Bowman is an idiot. $omry y’all fought and you got

your lip busted.”

“Shoot. His was split open wider than mine.” Jassed his hand in the air like

he wasn't hurt.

“Right. And that's what's important — comparing Injuries.” | scooped a hand
full of ice out of my tea glass and wrapped it id@th napkin. “Here, hold this on your

mouth a minute.”

Jake grinned and put the make-shift ice pack otihibefore squeezing my

hand. “Thanks.”

| pulled away and sat back in my chair. “Jakeehstl know you and Faith have
to figure out if y’all are going to stay togethand I think it's good that I'm going back

to Birmingham tomorrow...”
He interrupted. “Figure it out? What are you tatkabout?”
“Belle hasn't told you?”

He put the ice pack on the table. “Told me what?”
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“You should talk to Belle.” | wished | hadn’t saghything. It wasn’t my fight.

He leaned in close, and | smelled his spicy afeareh“Tell me, Laine.”

| thought for a minute. I'd fumbled into their bosss, and | felt like | couldn’t

back out. “Belle’s not pregnant.” | held my breath.

“What?” Jake stood up. “Why would you say that?% Hhgers rubbed his fore-

head as he looked at me.

“Faith heard her tell her mama. She just told rigtla while ago. | thought

maybe she’d told you tonight.”

Jake walked away and stopped at a table. He skawd for a moment staring out
across the room, and the gold, glowing light of¢handelier fell down over his hair and

back. He stood there with his back to me for a lomg.

“I'm sorry — for telling you. And for all of it.”

Jake spoke over me. “She’s pregnant, Laine.”

| wasn’'t expecting that response. “Jake...”

He interrupted me again. “She is, Laine, she’s paeg”

“Okay, whatever, she’s pregnant. None of my damsiriass anyway.” My hands
were up in the air and | started to leave. He didaelieve me. He should’ve known |

would never make something like that up. He knovesbetter than that.

Belle, who was leaning in the door way, walked in.

Jake walked straight up to meet her. “Belle, did {fe about the baby?”
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Belle’s mouth dropped, and she looked back andh fogtween me and Jake. “Is

something going on in here | should know about?”
Jake blurted out, “Did you lie about the baby, Bell
She huffed and waited, rubbing her ear. “| wouldyegten pregnant eventually.”
Jake’s head fell.
“Can’t we talk about this later?” Belle was battingr eyes at Jake.

That's when | left. | didn’t look back. Mama ancetgroup were gathering in the
hall to leave, and | headed out straight for the lcehoved on my boots in the warm air
outside, and ground gravel under my feet all thg teahe car. | waited on Faith beside
her mustang, and my tears fell on the hood of Aerldidn’t talk on the way home.

Faith knew | couldn’t. | did shake my head, reconmevents, more than once as we
drove the dark highway back to Gran’s. The hurt disdppointment in everyone was un-
bearable. | couldn’t believe Jake thought | wouddabout Belle. That struck me as much
as the rest. The worst part was the persistentiaaing chest for Jake, that wouldn’t

seem to leave.
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CHAPTER 13

We were heading back to Birmingham later in thg daome downstairs early,
as | listened to chatter about directions to theabn, in my running clothes with head

phones over my shoulder. | stopped at the bottotheotairs to tug at my ankle socks.

“Laine, why are you wearing that?” Kay stopped aodwled at me in the hall.

“Because you usually wear running shorts whenryou’

“We’'re going to the brunch. You're not running.dtyone’s going to the brunch.

Hurry and go change.” Kay words flew out withoutipe.

| put my arm out and pulled my elbow to my chesstretch it.

“Hurry, we're about to go.” Kay clapped her hamashe door way, in front of the

others who stood in the noisy kitchen.

| scooted around her and into the room. “I'm noihg to the brunch. I'm going
running.” The room got quiet at my announcemend, [daggie slammed her doll on the

table.

“I want run with Wayne.” Maggie crossed her arnghlon her chest and looked

around with angry eyebrows at everyone in the room.

Mama and Daddy came up behind me as | flew dowrrtimt porch steps. “What
are you doing, Laine? We are all going to the binihbaddy huffed on the front porch,

and Mama stood looking at me. | stopped in the svadn the walk.
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“l don’t want to go to the brunch. | want to rurieel like | need a run. Y’all go
on and have a good time. You don’t need me théterhed and started to put my head-

phones in my ears.

“Laine Elizabeth...” Daddy grumped and started dalastairs, when Mama

stopped him.

“Let her go run, Phil. It'll be good for her. Stwants to run.” | was already on the
sidewalk as Mama finished. | didn’t hear them saytlaing else. | jogged for a long time,
listening to all kinds of music, when | startedctg. | ran and ran, and | cried. Everything
from the week was playing in my head. But my thdadtept going back to Jake. We
were leaving soon, and | wasn’t going to see hiairad jogged four miles, longer than
I'd planned. A nervousness kept me going, like $waing to run away or keep running

toward something.

| showered in Gran’s empty house, pulled on my evbdtton dress, still hanging
on the back of a bedroom chair where I'd leftiitc& Gentry’s, and grabbed a loaf of
bread and walked out to the lake. Daddy had lodldedar, and we were leaving after
the brunch. At the lake, | sat down in the shadéeyglistening water, and looked out at

the ducks, floating in the distance.

It wasn’t long before | heard a voice. “There yoa.aJake walked down the

green lake bank towards me. “I thought you’d bthatbrunch.” He smiled and sat down.

| didn't feel like sharing his smile, and | wasiritthe mood for a pleasant good-

bye. “Yeah, brawlers like us weren't really suppbse be there, didn’t you hear?” |
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looked out toward the fishy water as | spoke. Nweniotions hadn’t stopped my sar-

casm.

“Laine, I'm sorry about everything this week. Extémr you coming to the farm,

and spending time with you.”
| was quiet, as | stood up and untied the plastig &f bread.
Jake stood up, too. “I'm sorry | doubted what yola tme.”
| ripped a piece of bread and threw it in the water
Jake went on. “I never thought she’d lie about dbing like that.”
| threw another piece of bread.

“There’s no ducks over here. Why do you keep ddirag?” Jake chuckled and

turned his hands up in the air.
“They’ll come.” | ripped more pieces and threw theat over the water.

“Easy there, slugger.” | wasn’t looking, but | cdugll he was smiling. He was

starting to irritate me.

“Look, Jake, | don't really know why you're here.eke leaving soon and | just
wanted a few, peaceful minutes with some ducksrbef@ left.” | ripped the bread
faster, and four noisy geese flew over from belingdtrees and landed on the bank be-

side us. | threw bread and they honked and atethey wobbled on the grass.

| let out a deep breath. “Please tell Aunt Sissy thoved her cooking, and thank

her for everything. | mean it.” | turned to walkdkaup the bank, and | fought back my
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tears. | felt like | was saying goodbye to morenthst Aunt Sissy. | didn’t want to say

goodbye to Aunt Sissy, or to Mcbride’s farm, oQek Lake...or to Jake.

“Laine, where are you going? You can't just walkarid leave these geese like

this, it's cruel.”

When | didn’t stop, Jake came up after me. “Sethgusine, I'm trying to talk to

you.

| stopped in the sun and clinched the bread bagyifist. “I don’t want to talk.
Not about Belle, not about you and Belle, not alshsgusting Rusty Bowman grabbing

my backside, not about anything.” | turned to steatking and he kept up.
“Hey, | tried my best to stop Rusty, if | couldbeen there sooner | would've.”

“Are you kidding Jake?” | dropped the bread an@whmy hands over my eyes.

“This is not about you saving me from an ass gnadpbi
He stood there quietly, squinting at me in the sun.
“Please leave me alone. | don't feel like makingBnalk right now.”

Jake reached for my arm as | turned to go. “Lainddis’voice was sweet, but it

didn’t dampen my anger. | flung off his hand andked faster.
“Laine, would you just hear me out, please?”
“No.” I sped up, knowing | sounded juvenile.

“Okay, that’s it.” Jake ran up behind me and scaope up around my back and

legs. | gasped and kicked as he held me in his aumsthe grass.

“Put me down, you idiot.” | yelled and pushed & tinest to release me.
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“You're the stubborn idiot. I'm trying to tell yosomething, Laine.” He spoke

louder and struggled to hold me still.

| bucked in his arms, bringing us both down on®dhass, and | grunted as my

shoulder beat into the ground.
Jake got up. “Are you okay?”

“I hope you’re happy.” | rubbed my throbbing shaed@dnd started to sit up, when

he climbed on top of me, sitting above me on alr$ao keep me in place.

“Get off. And I'd prefer not to be body-slammedarthe river bank again, thank

you.
His breathing was slowing down. “Laine, | want &tktto you.”

I looked at him. His face and being so close was,rut | was angry that he was
on top of me. “You don’t get to decide when and hesvtalk.” | pushed him over hard
and he held on to me. We rolled once over eaclr dithven the bank before stopping, and

| could feel grass clinging to my hair.
He was above me again, and he whispered this tiraglea. “Laine, please.”
“Okay.” | sighed as though | didn’t want to hedrptgh part of me did.

His face was inches above mine, propping himseliisrthands by my shoulders.
“I'm done with Belle, Laine. | talked to her. Ittsver.” He stared at the grass, before

looking back at me. “I love you, Laine.”

| wasn't expecting to hear that, and | didn’t knavat to say. | started to get up

as | spoke. “Jake, you don’t know what you're sgyiviesterday, you were engaged.”
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He looked more intent as he spoke. “Hear me oufie.d know you don’t know
it. But I've loved you for a long time. I've lovegbu since we were little. I've got an old,
clover chain you made me in a drawer at home.éadoyou before I left Oak Lake, and |
never stopped thinking about you while | was gdkaew you’d have somebody else
and I'd have to settle for somebody here, but aiter came to the farm...” He sniffed
and waited, and a tear fell from his face and hitan®l knew I'd never be happy with

anybody else. | love you, Laine. | can't tell yoovhmuch.”

A smile took over my face. “I love you, too.”

He looked at me and laughed out loud, and | leanpetd kiss him. It was a soft,
tender kiss and, if tires hadn’t screeched to p stdhe road, | don’t know when we

would’ve stopped.

We looked up the bank to see Daddy stepping othieo€ar. He slammed the door

and walked several steps toward the bank withyebmws drawn.

| thought | heard Jake curse as he jumped up alhetpue up off of the ground.

He dusted off quickly and then started dusting fileand | shoved his arm away.

“Laine.” Daddy glared at us and yelled my name.

“Sir?” | glared back.

After an uncomfortable few seconds, Daddy answéi2an’t leave that bag of
bread on the bank.” He kept looking at us for a raotnbefore getting back in the car

and pulling in to Gran’s.

| turned back to Jake, relieved Daddy hadn’t caasseckene. “Listen, I'm about to

leave.”
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“I know. That'’s all right, I'll be here. I'm not gog anywhere.” He smiled and

touched his fingers to mine.
“Jake, I've got my senior year. Then | may go affiglay tennis somewhere...”

He stopped smiling. “Laine, you don’t have to woalyout me. I'll be running the
farm. I've been waiting on you a long time, and kéep waiting. I'm going to keep on
loving you, until you come here for good. And I'migg to pray every day for that day to

come.”

I hugged him tight on the humid river bank, and fe$ breath on my neck for a

long time. The honking geese were long gone, andtaed alone in the warm sun.
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