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For my mother, who asked the question.
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The ingredients for moonshine are ordinary. Innocent.


Corn. Sugar. Yeast. Heat and time.


They could be the makings for something simple and forgettable. Like corn bread, bland and boring without butter and honey. But the same ingredients, thrown together in a particular way, lead to dangerous results.


You say it was all meant to be. You and me. The way we met. Our secrets in the woods. Even the way it all exploded. It was simply a matter of fate. Maybe if you were here to tell me again, to explain it one more time, then maybe I wouldn’t feel so uncertain. But I’m going back to the beginning on my own. To see what happened and why.


The night you and I met, Roni and I sat on a crumbling stone bench in the graveyard behind Saint Jude’s. We’d picked a spot beyond the church lights to mix our drinks. The tombstones already looked a little tipsy, crooked and lopsided under the dogwood trees. Bucky was inside, cleaning the floors. You were in there too, only I didn’t know that yet. I didn’t know the why until even later.


Drinking was supposed to be one of my last preparations for college. I’d let Roni convince me it was a necessary skill. “This way you’ll have options, Lulu. You might actually want to take a break from studying sometime.” She grinned. “Besides, everyone expects a hillbilly girl to know her way around a bottle.”


I’d avoided alcohol all through high school, despite drinking being the main source of entertainment in town. I’d just said no, the way I’d been taught. I’d followed the rules. Kept my eyes on the future, my reward for being a good girl. With school over and done, I was stuck in Dale, Virginia, for one last summer. Then I’d be gone.


“I need to see the measuring line,” I said, leaning in to read the markings on the plastic dispenser cup from a Children’s Tylenol bottle. I poured precisely one tablespoon of vodka.


Roni laughed. “I guarantee you won’t know exact measurements at a wild college party.” She added a splash of juice, then handed me the cup. “This might taste strong. We need to get to the point.”


The point was me gathering data. Figuring out how much I could drink. If I was going to do this, I was going to be good at it. I’ve always been an overachiever. The tangy juice felt both cool and warm going down. I said, “At least this juice is good for us. It has vitamins and antioxidants. Pomegranates and blueberries are both wonder foods.”


“And you’re a wonder dork,” said Roni.


She was right, but I tossed a pebble at her anyway.


Roni pointed across the dark space. “This would be a good place for a wedding.”


“In a graveyard? That’s awfully pessimistic of you.”


She laughed. “I meant Saint Jude’s. The church is pretty, and there’s that nice reception hall that leads out to the patio. The band could set up by the fence. It’d be sweet.” She sighed. “But Catholics have too many rules.”


I held out my cup for a refill. I liked the way I felt. Lighter and looser. Like I might float away as I walked barefoot through the dark graveyard, over and around the sinking stones. I knew the ghostly residents wouldn’t be shocked by our experiment. Roni was right—Catholics have plenty of rules, but not when it comes to drinking.


Roni said, “I suppose we could have the reception at Monty’s, like everyone else.”


I stopped. Peered at her through the dim light. “Are you pregnant?”


“No!” Roni shook her cup at me. “I wouldn’t be drinking. I’m not that dumb. But Bucky and I have been talking. We might get married anyway.”


“Married? You can’t get married.” Maybe the vodka had blocked my censor button, but I’d always felt sorry for the girls who got married right out of high school. It seemed so dead-end, such a giving up on the future.


“Why not? I love Bucky.”


That wasn’t a why that made sense to me. Not then. I didn’t believe in love.


Roni added, “I’m ready for real life. It’s not like I’m going off to college.”


I heard the missing in her voice. Knew she dreaded me leaving, but even more, Bucky. He’d been in all my AP classes, quietly earning grades almost as good as mine. He was only headed two hours down the highway to Virginia Tech, but Roni knew there were more than miles between here and there, more than hours between now and what might come. Bucky was way too smart to stay in Dale and pump gas so that other people could go places.


As I took another swallow, Roni said, “You better slow down, Lulu-bird. What happened to your scientific evaluation of the drinking process?”


We busted up laughing. Because that’s really and truly how I’d described our plan.


Roni joined me on the tombstone where I’d settled. She said, “Beau Queen’s been asking about you.”


“What could he possibly need to know about me?” I heard the buzz in my words.


She smirked. “I was thinking maybe he could help with that other part of your education that’s been sadly ignored.”


I shook my head. “I’m done with redneck Virginia boys, Roni. I’m saving myself for California.”


“You’re such a snob, Lulu.” She laughed as she said this, but she was right too.


I had my sights on the horizon. I was ready to ride off into the sunset. Away. Far away. Across the country and into another world. I was leaving the gritty mountain holler of Dale and going to college in San Diego, a land of sun and sea and palm trees.


My restless anticipation kept me up at night. I’d lie in bed, listening to the downstairs clinking of Mom’s all-hours baking, counting down the days until my escape. Eighty-five to go.


“I have to leave, Roni. I can’t get stuck here. I just can’t.”


Roni knew me, knew my mother hadn’t left the house once in the last three years. She understood that when someone’s favorite place is an ancient graveyard on the forgotten side of a quiet town, that’s a pretty solid sign they don’t belong. All she said then was “You’ll forget all about me when you’re gone.”


I threw my arm around her. “Impossible!” Then we lost our balance and tumbled backward off the granite stone, shrieking and laughing all the way down.


When we finally untangled our arms and legs, I stood up and picked graveyard moss from my curls. That’s when you appeared. And I knew for sure and for certain, I was drunk.


The light shone behind you, hiding your face in the shadows. Something about your baseball hat in that orb of light looked like a halo. I grabbed Roni’s arm. “Is that an angel?”


“Add hallucinations to your notes,” she said, laughing again. Everything was hilarious.


Bucky’s familiar wider frame appeared beside you in the shadows. He called out, “Hey, y’all done being miscreants?”


Roni leaped across the graveyard and threw herself into his arms, leaving me to pick up our trash and stumble toward the light. Where you still stood.


Bucky held Roni, who’d wrapped her arms and legs around him. He said, “Roni, Lulu, meet Mason. He works with me at the club.” Bucky always worked several jobs—cleaning the church, helping at his daddy’s gas station, and now that it was summer, at the Country Club.


You probably said hello, but I was too busy concentrating on standing in one place to notice.


“Mason’s bike is messed up, so we’re giving him a ride home.”


I pulled Roni into the backseat as you loaded your bike into the bed of Bucky’s truck. “Sit with me,” I begged. I wasn’t in any state of mind to sit beside some strange boy.


“How’d the scientific experiment go?” asked Bucky, climbing in.


He was making fun of me, but I didn’t mind. At the time, I didn’t mind much of anything. I just said, “Further experiments may be required.”


“Lulu’s drunk, Bucky,” said Roni. “Really and truly. She didn’t chicken out. And she’s a fun drunk too.” She sounded so proud of me.


We dissolved into giggles.


“Lulu’s first time drinking,” Bucky explained to you.


I can’t remember much about that ride. At first Roni and I acted silly in the back while you and Bucky talked in the front. I remember when Bucky asked about your truck you said, “Piece of junk needs a radiator.”


That’s when my junkyard-girl instincts kicked in. I leaned forward and said, “You should come by Sal’s. I’m sure we have what you’re looking for.”


You turned and looked at me then. The way your eyes bored into mine, it felt like you were trying to read my deepest thoughts. I think that’s the moment you reached inside me and changed the rhythm of my heart. Back then I thought I was simply drunk.


I talked over the rush of heat in my face. “You know Sal’s. The junkyard? Sal’s Salvage.” That was another thing that sounded hilarious. Sal’s Salvage. Especially when slurring.


Roni scooted closer beside me. Said, “Salvage might be your salvation!”


I added another one of Sal’s junkyard wisdoms: “One man’s junk is another man’s saving grace.”


“Junk is all in the eyes,” agreed Roni.


“Junk is a matter of thunk,” I said.


“I thunk it was junk, but it just needed a second chance.”


“Sorry,” Bucky said to you, shaking his head.


I said, “Really. Come by sometime. We’ll find you a radiator.”


“You work at Sal’s?” you asked.


Roni said, “We both do.”


When we first started working at Sal’s, I didn’t advertise the information. Being a junkyard girl was not something I put on my college applications. I guess for some guys it’s tough and sexy. That night, what with the way my eyes were wandering and mixing things up in my soggy brain, I couldn’t read your reaction. I didn’t care what you thought. I was already gone.


As we hit the town line, where the road turns rough and bumpy, I choked out, “How much farther?”


“Uh-oh,” said Roni. “I think Lulu’s going to puke.”


Bucky stopped his truck, and I stumbled out, gasping for fresh air. Even through my wobbly vision I could see the stars, so many stars, now that we were a few miles away from town. The ground tipped beneath me. I staggered in circles.


Roni said, “Let it go, Lulu. Don’t fight it.”


I wish I’d listened. Instead, I willed myself not to get sick. Only some cheap white-trash hillbilly girl would puke on the side of the road. After a few minutes my stomach felt better, and I was more embarrassed than queasy. I was sure that meant I was sobering up.


We climbed back in, but I sat in the front and opened the window all the way, like you suggested, while you climbed in the back with Roni. I stuck my face in the rushing air and let the wind blow my curls any way it wanted.


Before long, there was no fighting it. You knew somehow. You leaned over the seat and shoved something into my lap. You even grabbed my hair away from my face. Then the puke came, bright and purple, right into your bike helmet.


You should have steered clear of me after that. But maybe you wanted to fix me. I was like a piece of wood, something to sand and shape. Or maybe the smell on my breath, the way I staggered and slurred, felt familiar. Maybe I reminded you of something you missed.


Like I miss you, right now.


There’s a fine line between toxic and intoxicating.
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I knew hangovers in theory but hadn’t realized I’d feel so plain-and-simple awful the next day. I woke up in Roni’s basement on the same lumpy sleeper sofa we’d always used for sleepovers, but I’d never felt like that before. I didn’t know my brain could feel bruised. Like sloshing around in vodka had made it hit the walls of my skull. My eyes felt crooked and skewed, as if they’d fallen out and someone had put them back in the wrong sockets.


Roni was dressed and drinking a Coke by the time I rolled out of bed. Literally. I couldn’t make myself go vertical. I didn’t trust my tender stomach to make any sudden moves. From the floor I said, “Tell Sal I’m sick.”


“Hello, but hell no,” said Roni. “Today’s going to be madness.”


As much as I might want to, no way could we blow off Sal. Not with the losers from the Christiansburg Demolition Derby scheduled to be delivered that day.


On our way to the junkyard, Roni giggled. “Lulu Mendez fell off a tombstone last night.”


“’Cause of you.”


In a high and dreamy voice, she said, “I’ve had approximately four sips of alcohol, and now I’m floating.” She swerved her Camaro back and forth across the empty road. Then she held up one finger and switched to her nerd voice. “Uh, I believe gravity is still working.”


“I didn’t say that!” I laughed, then whimpered. “Don’t swerve. My stomach.”


“Are you going to puke again?”


I suddenly remembered I’d thrown up in some boy’s helmet. Again in his driveway. I vaguely remembered apologizing and asking for a hose, but I didn’t remember actually using one. I hated the holes in my memory. “Did I mess up Bucky’s truck? Is he going to kill me?”


“Nope. It all went in the helmet. Oh, lighten up, Lulu. It wasn’t that bad. And it’s not like Mason Malone is any angel. No matter what you thought last night.”


I groaned and caught a whiff of my breath. I grabbed a piece of gum from Roni’s purse. I looked in the rearview mirror and wiped the mascara smears from under my eyes. I managed to fix my makeup, but my tangled curls were hopeless. “Who is that guy, anyway?”


“Mason? He’s a couple of years older than us.” She frowned, thinking. “He used to be heavier and had long hair. Kind of a waster. His girlfriend was the one who drove into the tree in front of the elementary school.”


“He was Cindy D’Angelo’s boyfriend?” Cindy had gone to Saint Jude’s. I was on the flower committee when she died. Rumors said her accident looked like a suicide. Catholics say you aren’t supposed to have a proper funeral if you commit suicide. It’s a mortal sin and hard to fix with a penance. Especially since she might have been pregnant.


I’d been mesmerized by Cindy’s death. All the stories—how you’d always been wild and crazy, but when she died you completely lost it—were both tragic and romantic, back when I was fourteen. Fast-forward to that particular morning, I figured you were simply messed up. A waster, like Roni said. At least there wasn’t any reason to see you again. Any reason except what you call fate, that is.


Ten minutes later, as we officially left Dale and turned down the county road, we joined the line of cars headed to Sal’s.


It’s one of my theories that Sal’s is what keeps people living in Dale. Seeing as it’s on the main road heading away from the river, people leaving town almost always go past it. The view from that road, no matter the time of year, is so pretty. Especially that spot coming out of the last long curve, where the silvery beech trees grow all lithe and graceful with the somber, steady hills behind them. That’s a view that feels like hope and goodness, as if the whole world is right and strong. But then, all of a sudden, there it is: Sal’s Salvage. Heaps of rusty cars. Noisy machinery. All of it ugly and old and worn out, and all wrapped up with harsh chain-link fences and barbed wire.


People must look back at Dale and think that’s as good as it gets. So they turn around. They never get to the highway only one more half mile along. Just never see what else might be waiting. Mr. Palmer, who owns Corner Drug and is in charge of the Dale Chamber of Commerce, ought to pay an appreciation fee to Sal. Wouldn’t surprise me if Sal set that up years ago.


By the time Roni pulled into the junkyard lot, the driveway was lined with tow trucks bearing beat-up, broken-down skeletons of vehicles.


Stepping out of her car was like entering a sensory battlefield. The blinding sun hit my eyes while the crusher and the dump trucks growled out of harmony. The heat and thick humidity boiled the smell of oil and grease mixed in with the years’ worth of dirt and funk.


I made my way across the lot, squinting and wobbling behind Roni as we passed Sal hollering at a group of customers. “Y’all can let my girls know if you’re looking for something in particular. But remember…” He paused before adding a bit of junkyard philosophy: “It ain’t junk if it’s the fix that takes you home.”


Hearing that Sal-ism triggered the silly of the night before. Roni and I looked at each other and, despite the pounding in my head, I burst out laughing.


Inside the cashier trailer, the ancient air conditioner wheezed and strained to cool the air tinged with the smell of Sal’s tobacco habit. Roni unlocked the service window, and we began the day.


When we first started working there, Sal called us Sugar and Spice. I thought it was because we look so different. Roni, blond and skinny, me more brown and round. But we balanced each other out in other ways too. Sal says Roni can sweet-talk any old grease monkey, and I keep them honest.


We’d been hired mainly because Sal and Mom grew up together, but we earned our pay. My brother, Paul, had worked there too, as one of the Muscles—the guys who lift, move, and actually handle the parts. This summer he’d stayed at school. Like I planned to do next summer and every year on out.


Our job was to look cute and flirt with the greasy customers while answering the phones and keeping approximate inventory logs and precise records of sales. We handled a lot of cash, especially on days like that one. The separate impound and repo lot gave Sal his steady money, but salvage is way more lucrative than most people think. Seeing as the leading businesses in Dale are Sal’s, the tow trucks that bring him his products, river dredging, and the funeral home; misfortune is what keeps Dale’s economy running.


My hangover had left me tragically slow and stupid. But somehow, with me sipping Mountain Dew and Roni handling the line of customers through the metal bars, laughing at their jokes and making small talk while calling out their special requests, we managed to make sales, log the new arrivals, and generally get through the next few hours. But during the midday lull, I put my head on the desk and closed my eyes. I said, “I am never drinking again.”


Roni laughed. “Oh, yes, you are. I wouldn’t be doing my job as your drinking instructor if I didn’t insist on taking you to a party. Isn’t that the whole point of you learning how to drink? So when you go off to your fancy-pants college you can get drunk and meet rich college boys?”


That wasn’t why I was going to college. At least, that wasn’t the main reason. Thanks to Mr. Cauley, my AP chemistry teacher, I’d fallen in love with research and lab work. The sterility of the lab and the need for precision—the direct opposite of the junkyard—comforted me. I had my eye on pharmaceutical work. I liked the idea of helping sick people without having to actually see them.


Ollie rapped on the trailer door. “We need you out here a minute, girls.”


Figuring a new hunk of junk had arrived, I forced myself up out of the trailer. As soon as I stepped into the bright sunlight, I saw my surprise. The Muscles had spray-painted stars and flowers all over an ’88 Chevy Cavalier. On the windshield, a crooked sign said HAVE FUN IN KOLLEGE, LULU! The hood was propped open with empty bottles and beer cans. I’m pretty sure their ideas about college came from frat-boy movies. But they meant all those recyclables as a cash gift besides.


Laughing helped my hangover.


“You like it, honey?” Ollie threw his arm around my shoulder. “We’re just so proud of you and your big… brains.”


Randy added, “And big heart. And big smile. And big…”


Sexual harassment is part of the job. It’s not like I enjoy it, but in the junkyard, there is a different behavior code than out in the real world. Roni and I knew how to work it in our favor. We had power over those guys, whether they knew it or not. And we knew they’d protect us from anyone who actually tried to mess with us.


“I love it,” I said.


“It’s perfect,” said Roni. “Seeing as Lulu can’t actually drive.”


All those car freaks looked sad then. They knew I didn’t drive but couldn’t understand it.


Mom wouldn’t let me drive. Of course, she couldn’t teach me. Daddy traveled a lot, and Paul had been gone at school. That’s why Sal helped Mom with running errands. No way could she handle the stress and risk of me behind the wheel, out of sight. Besides, she didn’t trust Mr. Martin, who taught driver’s ed. Said she remembered how he drove when they were in school together. Even though not being able to drive in Dale was like living on an island—a hill-filled, desolate island with no chance of rescue—I’d given up the fight. Instead of worrying about getting around town, I’d focused on studying and earning good grades so that I could get out of town completely.


When Sal made his way back to the trailer, he bellowed, “What the hell is going on? Are we having a party on my dollar?”


Roni tossed her blond ponytail and said, “We’re admiring Lulu’s good-bye present.”


Sal squinted at the car, then at me. I didn’t think much of it at the time—my brain was still slow and hiccupy—but I’m pretty sure he flinched. He already knew my plans were about to be trashed. It still makes me mad that Mom told him before she told me. What he said to me was “If you learn to drive, Lulu, I’ll get you a real car.”


I knew he meant it. Not that it would be anything to show off, but it would run. Sal was always trading and selling cars. But he also knew Mom was the reason I didn’t drive.


Then Sal whipped his head around and yelled, “Anyone going to see what just pulled up? Or are we taking the rest of the day off?” He pointed at a tow truck waiting outside the perimeter fence of the impound lot, and stomped off toward the office trailer.


“Mother-of-a-meathead, that man is cranky,” said Roni. “He needs to find Mrs. Number Four, and soon.” We’d gone through his third divorce with him the previous summer. We knew his many moods. They were all loud.


“Sal’s right. I should learn to drive,” I said.


“Of course you should,” said Roni.


I don’t know if I truly had any intention of learning to drive right then. I definitely didn’t have the energy for any particular plan, but the seed of the idea was planted. I leaned against my gift car and watched Ollie open the gate for the tow truck.


Sal’s is an official state holding site for impounds. Vehicles get stuck there for months, even years, waiting for trials as evidence for some sort of crime. They can look pretty on the outside while their insides are a mess. They might be stripped to nothing but wires and metal, or could be covered in bloodstains. It’s the one part of the lot where smoking is prohibited—some of those cars are so tainted with meth residue, they’re literally bombs waiting to ignite.


Roni said, “This job is going to suck without you, Lulu. You know that, right?”


Even though Sal paid us twice what Roni could make anywhere else and threw in bonuses besides, it wasn’t something to do alone.


“Buttercup wants Sal to hire her when you leave. I think she wants to meet some Muscles.” We watched as Randy, Ollie, and Dawg wrestled a particularly stubborn lift pad on the tow truck.


Randy and Ollie weren’t much older than my brother, Paul, but already there was a visible gap from who they’d been in high school. Ollie was still tall and lanky, but his freckles were starting to fold into wrinkles from working outside in the sun and the wind. Randy worried more about what he looked like—Roni and I always teased him when we caught him checking his reflection in windows—but even though he still had his high school swim star’s build, he walked like he couldn’t quite straighten his back anymore. I could see them heading toward the stereotypical rough-and-ragged look that Dawg wore at thirty. For instance, at that particular moment Dawg’s camouflage pants were slipping south in a most clichéd manner.


Roni said, “I don’t know if I can stomach walking in on her and Dawg.”


I laughed. Not even Buttercup could go for that.


She fanned herself and said, “I’m going back in the cool.”


“I’ll be there in a minute,” I said. “After I log the plates for that car.”


That’s why I was outside when the next delivery showed up. The Muscles had moved on to other things, so I waited as the truck backed a trailer inside the gate.


I wasn’t thinking about the future or destiny or anything the least bit profound as I watched the driver nestle the trailer holding copper tanks and pipes along with wooden boxes into an available spot. I said, “Hang on. I’ll get someone to unload that for you.”


“Orders say keep it packed up. All the parts need to stay together.” He disconnected the trailer and hopped back into his truck.


I peered at the odd collection again. Yelled to him, “What is that, anyway?”


“That’s a still, honey. For making moonshine.”


There she was. Aunt Jezebel.
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I wonder what would have changed if I’d gotten in trouble that first time drinking. The way I was such a good girl, a rule follower, being in trouble might have ended it all. I might never have had another drink. Never gotten my big idea. Would that have changed anything for us? Would it have changed everything? Would we have found each other anyway? I guess it doesn’t matter. Since I didn’t.


Thoughts of you had turned hazy and faded away, like the rest of that night. Until I saw you on my way to date night with Daddy.


We’d left Mom at home, happily scrubbing the fifty pounds of potatoes Sal had delivered. Sal always found deals in odd places. He’d bring his bonanza by, and Mom would figure out something to make. Sometimes he’d sell or trade her unusual concoctions—but we’d still end up with an abundance of sugar-spiced okra or green bean corn bread. That night we had at least twenty jars of rhubarb-apricot jelly in the pantry. There’s probably still some there, even now. But I can’t remember what Mom made with all those potatoes.


Back when we first started our dates, Daddy would drive around to the front door and ring the doorbell. He’d thank Mom for letting me go out and let her know our plans—if we were going to have a picnic by the river or get ice cream at Corner Drug or maybe even head down the highway to catch a movie or to play a round of mini golf—and then he’d promise what time we’d be home. It was all supposed to be training for what I should expect on real dates.


Then, on the way, we’d stop at Saint Jude’s for reconciliation. Again, part of my training. Daddy says confession is easier if it’s already a habit. That way you don’t let the bad things build up and spread inside your soul. Plus, associating sins with dating played games in my head. All part of Daddy’s plan to keep me chaste, no doubt.


That night, when Daddy pulled into Saint Jude’s, I said, “I want to learn to drive.” He looked at me, surprised by my sudden request. “I’ll be eighteen soon. It’s time for me to learn. Past time. Will you teach me?”


“We’ll see,” he said. “When I get back in town.”


“But before I go to school.”


He tugged on his mustache and he said, “It might make your mother anxious.”


Everything made Mom anxious.


My mother cannot simply walk out our front door. Just the idea of stepping outside turns her into a shaking, wobbly Jell-O mom. She wasn’t always that way. She used to drive me to school. She helped in my classrooms. She brought Roni and me to get manicures from Miss Paula on Saturday mornings. Slowly, bit by bit, she changed. I started taking the bus to school. Daddy did all the shopping. Sal helped out when Daddy had to travel.


At home, Mom was peaceful and pleasant. Normal. She cooked surprising concoctions. Too many and too frequently, but definitely delicious. It all changed the second she tried to step out into the world. She didn’t even make it to my graduation. We all pretended that she had the stomach flu. Daddy recorded it so she could watch later.


I headed to the confessional alone as Daddy stopped by the church office. He likes to give me room to confess. I’m sure he has his ideas as to what I should mention. I wonder what his biggest worries were back then. Boys, maybe. He’d never liked me wasting time on boys with no future. He’d warned me not to fall for someone who had no plans to leave town. But that night he didn’t have to worry. I hadn’t dated anyone since Patrick James ruined my prom. And my dress.


I stepped into the closet-size space of the confessional and breathed in the familiar smell of wood and stone. Even though Father Mick knows all of us and our voices, there’s still the old-fashioned screen to hide behind. I knelt on the leather kneeler and made the sign of the cross. “Forgive me, Father, for I have sinned. It’s been two weeks since my last confession.”


Father Mick’s gentle voice came through the screen, “Unburden your heart.”


“I’ve lied to my parents. And I’ve thought unloving things about my mother.”


“Have you invited her to join you at Mass?”


“She can’t.”


“Then we must come to her. Anything else?”


“I gossiped with my friend. I’ve had impure thoughts about boys.”


Truths used to slip out so easily behind that screen.


Father Mick would be hard to shock. He grew up in Boston, and before he got stuck in this tiny nothing parish, he did missionary work in São Paulo, Brazil. He must get bored with the confessions of this town. I used to think about making something up for him, to keep things interesting. Except then I would have had to confess about lying in confession.


Of course, later, once I actually had something worth confessing, I stopped going.


“Our bodies can bring us joy,” said Father Mick. “But they are loud and demanding. Look into your heart and see what God has planned for you. For penance, five Hail Marys and two Our Fathers.”


I made the sign of the cross and finished with the Act of Contrition.


He added, “Oh, and to help keep your thoughts off the boys, please weed the graveyard.”


“Yes, Father. Thank you.”


Drinking hadn’t entered my mind as something I needed to confess. Sure, it was breaking the law, since I was underage, and my parents would have been mad, but it didn’t feel like a sin against any particular commandment. Yet when I went to scope out the weed situation and found the medicine cup we’d left behind, I looked around to see if anyone had noticed. A little touch of guilt kicking in, even if it was showing up late.


I was following Father Mick’s directions when I went out to the graveyard. It’s his fault I was there, when all of a sudden you were there too, parking your bike. I hadn’t known I’d recognize you so certainly.


You looked at me from under your helmet. Winked and said, “You doing more scientific experiments?”


I blurted out, “I’m sorry about that night. And your helmet.”


“It washed out.” You tapped it.


“That’s the same one?”


“Well, yeah.” You took it off, and I saw your buzz cut. “I have to protect my brain cells. They’re an endangered species.” Your laugh almost made up for your ugly hair.


Buzz cuts remind me of the darkest corners of Dale. The rickety old shacks down by the river. The places where cousins get shot in the living room for eating the last Oreo, the small-minded bigots with hate in their hearts—that’s who wears buzz cuts. Moonshiners too, I suppose.


You looked a little mischievous when you asked, “So, how’d you feel the next day?”


I glanced toward the church, making sure Daddy wasn’t on his way out. “Probably not as bad as I deserved.”


“It’s good that you lost so much of the alcohol.”


That was absolutely the nicest way to put what I’d done to your helmet.


When Daddy came out of the church, another surprise was that he knew you.


I compared the two of you shaking hands. You in a T-shirt and jeans, Daddy wearing an impeccably pressed shirt and slacks. Daddy’s skin a warm brown, yours more golden. You were slightly taller. Daddy was broader, but your muscles filled out your shirt. Both of you practically bald, you by choice. Your grin didn’t match your hair or your reputation.


“Mason is renovating the conference room.” Daddy threw his arm around my shoulder, Papa Bear–style, and said, “This is my daughter, Luisa.”


“We’ve met,” you said.


For a second I worried you’d tell him how. Maybe drinking to the point of puking was no big deal to you. You said, “Lulu is going to help me find a radiator at Sal’s.”


“Ah, yes,” said Daddy. “My daughter knows far more about engines than I do.”


When Daddy said good-bye and turned toward the parking lot, I murmured, “Thanks. For not saying anything about the other night.”


You reached toward me then. Our eyes met, and I could smell your skin. For a crazy, confusing second, I thought you were going to kiss me. My skin tingled and my mouth watered, even though my head panicked. But what you did was even more surprising. You took one of my curls and wrapped it around your finger. You said, “Do these curls ever make you dizzy?” Then you let it go again, gentle, without pulling at all.


No. But you did.


In the car Daddy said, “Pizza or steak?”


I shook my head, incapable of forming an opinion while my mind stumbled over what you’d done to my hair. I felt surprise. Confusion. Something else too. Something warm and new.


Daddy opted for steak. There are only two real restaurants in town, and they’re both owned by Wally Montgomery. That’s why the dinner rolls at Monty’s Ranch House are made from pizza dough, and the steak-and-fry pizza is one of the specialty items at Wally’s Pie Place. I didn’t know it then, but Wally also offers shots of moonshine at his bar, under the code name Monty’s Revenge. One per customer.


Daddy likes to give people space to mind their own business, so we headed straight out to the patio. He says sitting outside is the California way. We’d stopped visiting Los Angeles, where he’d grown up, when his mama died and my mother turned odd, but he’d always made California sound like something magical, the land of the gold rush, a place where dreams come true.


The night was warm, and the bug zappers buzzed around us as I faced the deep indigo of the Blue Ridge Mountains against the darkening sky in the distance. My eyes had been trained to look beyond those slopes, past the shadows in the valleys, toward a wider, brighter world.


I had no idea my future was teetering on an unfamiliar edge as I ate my chicken steak and sweet potato salad. I felt happy, relaxed. And I felt pretty, thanks to you playing with my hair. I didn’t have plans for you—I was too set on leaving. But the way you’d made me feel had me eager to see who I’d meet in San Diego.


When we finished our meals, Daddy wiped his mustache with his napkin and set it beside his plate. He frowned. His forehead furrowed with wrinkles. I reached over and rubbed them. “You have your pug look on, Daddy. What’s wrong?”


“Luisa Maria, we must talk.” Daddy always sounds formal when he’s giving bad news.


I swallowed, suddenly feeling wobbly. I worried he somehow knew I’d gotten drunk. Maybe he’d smelled it on my breath. Or my clothes. Or he’d seen me on the side of the road. I braced myself for his disappointment.


“Your mother would love to have you stay home this fall.”


A cold, hard knot formed inside me. “It’s not me that she wants home, Daddy. It’s you.”


We’d had this conversation before. Mom is better when he’s home. But he has to travel for work. He can’t see what she’s like when he isn’t there. He doesn’t see the contrast. Daddy buys plants in South America and then sells them to greenhouses all over the country. Twenty-some years ago, on a trip to some farms in Virginia, he met Mom. Apparently he kept coming back with more plants. And then, because he’d have to travel no matter where he lived, they decided to raise their kids in the safe mountain town where she’d grown up.


He said, “I took a gamble on a new farmer. It didn’t work out. I don’t have the money for your school.”


I sat back in my chair, completely confused. I tried to make a joke of it. “Are you leaving me between a rock and a hard place?” That’s how Daddy always described Dale. It’s true, of course, the way it’s crammed between two mountains. That’s not what he really meant. And that’s why his words made no sense.


“I’m sorry,” he whispered.


“But…” My dinner sat heavy in my stomach while my head swirled. “There must be something you can do.”


He shook his head, eyes on his empty plate.


“What about Paul?”


“This will be his last year. He can’t wait.”


“I can’t wait either, Daddy.”


“We can’t afford private school, Lulu. Especially not out of state.”


“You’re the one who told me to pick a Catholic university.” My voice was low, close to cracking.


I didn’t know what to feel or think or do. I plan things. I make decisions and stick with them. The University of San Diego’s biochemistry program was top notch. With state-of-the-art labs. I hadn’t even applied to any Virginia schools.


“Daddy,” I said louder. “You have to fix this.”


I knew eyes from other tables were on me. Ears were listening. But I couldn’t stop the words from boiling up and over. “There’s nothing for me here. You know that.”


He didn’t even try to argue.


I threw his own words at him. “The only people who stay in Dale are the ones with no other options.”


I read the truth in his eyes: That was me.


I bolted out the door. I didn’t want to lose it in Monty’s. It’d be all over town by morning that I was having a nervous breakdown.


Dale isn’t quite small enough to be incestuous, but close. It’s definitely small enough that everyone thinks they know each other’s business. They remember when your mother freaks out at your middle school spring festival event and has to be carried out by the paramedics because she’s paralyzed with anxiety. You know what it’s like to have everyone think they know all about you and your family. To be waiting for you to make the same mistakes.


Back at home, Daddy tried to explain. This wasn’t the first time one of his gambles hadn’t worked out, but it was the first time I’d felt the ripples.


Mom rubbed my back. “There are things you could do here, Lulu. You could help out at the church and keep working. Sal reminded me you don’t even know how to drive yet.”


I wanted to say, Drive? You can’t even walk out our front door to check the mail. I was filled with an all-consuming, dizzying sort of anger. If she wasn’t such a Jell-O mom, we might have had other options. We might not even live in Dale at all. But might-have-beens were a waste of worry. And talking about her problem would have broken family code.


Instead I said, “I’m leaving in September.”


No more rock. No more hard place. Gone.
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I stayed up all night researching scholarships and financial aid, but Daddy was right. All the deadlines had passed. Then, in the midst of my searching for the magic solution, an e-mail popped up from USD. A deposit of four hundred dollars was due.


At work I searched the Internet for ideas and stories of young entrepreneurs. I read about a girl who’d raised golden retrievers, and a boy who’d sold some kind of radio circuit boards. One family grew Christmas trees to fund the education of four children. I was only fifteen years too late to start that one. Roni squealed when I found the story about Lullaby Breaker doing a fund-raiser for a girl with leukemia.


She’d developed mad love for Lullaby Breaker ever since she saw them play at Buttercup’s birthday party, right before they started their first tour. Back then they were just some local band that Buttercup’s cousin Troy played in. I’d missed the party to stay home and study for the SATs, but I’d heard all about Lullaby Breaker ever since. I’d heard “This Feeling” enough times that it didn’t sound like music anymore.


Roni said, “Too bad you don’t have cancer.”


“Too bad you think I’m making a big deal out of nothing.”


“Oh, Lulu. I know how much this matters to you—I really do. But I also know you’ll figure something out.”


Roni didn’t get my distress. She planned to stay in Dale forever. She wanted to get married and pop out Bucky’s babies, who would grow up and stay here too.


As Ollie came in the trailer to grab a soda from the fridge, bringing with him an overpowering smell of sweat and dirt, Roni said, “Let’s buy lottery tickets.”


Ollie said, “I want in.” Then he belched, making the trailer smell even worse.


“Eww, Ollie,” said Roni.


I said, “Buying lottery tickets is throwing money away.”


“Can’t win if you don’t buy a ticket,” said Ollie. “If I won the lottery, I’d start a restaurant for peanut butter sandwiches. Peanut butter and mayo, peanut butter and fluff, peanut butter and brown sugar, peanut butter and…”


“Jelly?” I suggested.


He shrugged. “Maybe. I was thinking honey. Point is, I’d invest that money right back into my business, which would then make me even more money.”


Ollie has always been my favorite Muscle. He’s a dreamer, always making plans, looking ahead, seeing the potential in what most people toss. Kind of like Sal, but with less money. And body hair. That day he made me sad. I couldn’t help thinking he was never going to do anything different. He’d always be stuck in the junkyard dreaming his sweet, sticky peanut butter dreams.


Randy and Dawg came in the trailer then too, putting the air quality at grave risk. Randy said, “Hey, Lulu, did Ollie tell you a Malone boy asked about you this morning?”


Too many eyes were suddenly all on me. I said, “Did you help him find a radiator?”


“Is that what you kids call it these days? A ray-dee-aaaay-tor?” Randy can make anything sound dirty.


Roni said, “Does he mean Mason? Why was he asking about you?”


“He said he needs a radiator.”


“Didn’t buy one,” said Dawg.


“That’s true.” Randy chuckled. “I guess he just wants Lulu’s radiator.”


Ollie said, “I don’t know that you should mix up with a Malone, Lulu.”


“I’m not mixed up with him,” I said. “But I can not not mix up with whoever I want.”


Roni laughed. “Not not mix-upping can be fun.” She was always latching on to funny lines.


“I don’t trust him,” said Randy. “He played dumb when I tried to get him to sell me some moonshine. Said he’s not involved with that business any longer.”


“But he was?” I asked. I looked at Roni, who shrugged.


You can’t live in Dale and not have heard about moonshine. I knew it was a deep and ingrown redneck tradition. Of course I knew it was illegal. Stronger than store-bought liquor. It seemed like every few months there’d be a notice in the paper about an old still getting shut down and dismantled. I didn’t have any practical knowledge. Every now and then someone would bring some moonshine to a party, but it felt to me, the nondrinker, like it was simply an excuse to act even stupider than usual.


Ollie said, “All Malones are in the business, one way or another.”


“Hoo-boy. A jar of that stuff can lose you a week of your life.” Randy smacked his lips.


“That’s a good thing?” I asked.


“Depends on the week.”


Then Sal charged into the trailer, and all the Muscles scattered. Ollie, on his way out the door, said, “Hey, Lulu, if you have a connection with your not not not whatever you’re doing or not doing, I’ll trade you a month’s worth of peanut butter sandwiches for a jar.” He and Randy giggled their way down the stairs.


Sal grabbed his deodorant from the bottom drawer and lifted his shirt, revealing his incredibly hairy stomach in order to spray his pits. There are some visions that can never be erased from your mind, no matter the amount of drink or therapy. He turned to us and said, “You girls did good work with that load-off. Here’s a bonus.” He handed us each a stack of bills.


“Thanks.” I thumbed the money. “Sal, you think I could borrow—”


He cut me off. “I’m happy to give you extra shifts, Lulu, but you’re too young to start owing. If you need money, figure out a way to earn it.”


I was more surprised by my asking than by his answer.


“You know you’ll have a job here as long as you want it.”


He meant that nice enough, but for me it sounded like a threat or a curse.


I wasn’t sure whether I was relieved or disappointed that I’d missed your junkyard visit. Especially now that I’d heard you might be wrapped up in the moonshine business.


That’s when I checked the inventory for radiators and realized I’d never logged the still’s arrival. I’d been so hungover and dazed from the heat, I hadn’t followed through on the paperwork. Then the phone started ringing and Sal dumped a ton of files on my desk and, well, I didn’t do it that day either. I can hear you saying it’s because deep inside, I already knew what I was going to do.
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Roni came by my house after dinner. “You look awful, Lulu-bird.”


She told the truth. I wasn’t wearing makeup, and my hair was a tangled mess. I wore cutoff sweatpants with a stained yellow tank top and was eating from a bag of gummy bears for comfort. I looked worse than old Mother Hubbard, who preaches outside the Supermart ever since the Baptists chased her off their lawn.


“Come on, Lulu. I’m taking you out.”


I shook my head. “I’m too pathetic.”


“That’s never bothered you before,” she teased. “Besides, we have to go.” She danced in place and said, “Lullaby Breaker is playing at Monty’s. It’s a secret bonus concert to thank the fans who got them started. They didn’t even post it on their website.” She rummaged through my closet. “Put this on.”


The red sundress she’d picked out was cute. Loose enough to hide my gummy-filled gut. “Is Bucky coming?” I wasn’t going to be a third wheel.


“He’s working. The club pool needed an after-hour cleanup.”


I slipped into the dress, put on makeup, and ignored my curls. Sometimes it’s better to let my hair be wild. It’s like fighting fate, anyway. It’s going to do what it wants.


Turned out Lullaby Breaker was playing in the bar part of Monty’s restaurant. We heard them as soon as we stepped out of the car, but we couldn’t see the band from the doorway, no matter how we turned and peeked around the tramped-up ladies in front of us. Roni leaned to the side. “I wish I could see something other than old people dancing.”


One of the ladies gave us a dirty look. I pulled Roni back in line, giggling.


The tattooed bouncer took one look at us and said, “Sorry, girls. Gotta be twenty-one.”


Roni pouted. “We promise we won’t drink.”


Curtis Matthews, one of Paul’s friends, peered out the door then. He said, “Hey, aren’t you a little Mendez?”


Roni tossed her hair and said, “She’s not that little.”


His eyes ran all over both of us. “Yeah. I’d say you’ve grown up real nice.”


The bouncer said, “But not enough.”


Curtis asked, “Where’s your brother been, Lulu? I haven’t seen him all summer.”


“He stayed at school. He’s working in Charlottesville.”


“He didn’t come home to Mommy?”


Curtis laughed, and the bouncer gave him a high five. I didn’t know if that was simple trash talk or if he was actually talking about Mom. Either way, fact was Paul had escaped. The unfairness of it made me grit my teeth and step away from the door.


Out in the parking lot, Roni steamed. “We have to get in there somehow.”


“Wouldn’t Bucky be mad if you were in a bar without him?”


“He trusts me. We keep each other plenty happy. There’s no reason to fool around with anyone else. That’s why I know we’re ready to get married.”


“You aren’t even old enough to get into a bar, Roni. What if you get tired of him by the time you can?”
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