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      Though there is a town called Cache Creek in British Columbia, my “Cash Creek” is fictional and in a different location. The town of Littlefield is also fictional. All other locations are real.
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JULY 1997

      We’d only been on the road for an hour but we were almost out of gas. The white line of the highway blurred in front of my eyes, my lids drooping. It was three in the morning and we’d barely slept for days. Dani was driving, her face pale, her long dirty-blond hair pulled under a baseball cap and out the back in a makeshift ponytail, her eyes staring straight ahead. Her name was Danielle, but we just called her Dani. The oldest at almost eighteen, she was the only one who had her license. She’d barely said a word since we left Littlefield.

      On my right, Courtney was also staring out the window. When her favorite country song, “Wide Open Spaces” by the Dixie Chicks, came on the radio, she turned it off, then stared back out into the dark night. She brushed at her cheeks and I could tell she was crying. I gave her hand a squeeze, and she gripped it back. Her hair was down, one side pushed forward, trying to hide the burn that had left an angry red mark along her jawline.

      None of us had ever traveled this far from home before. We’d found a map at the hardware store – Dani had stolen it while Courtney and I kept watch – and carefully planned our route to Vancouver. We figured we could make the drive in about eight hours if the truck held up. But we had to stop in Cash Creek first and borrow some money from one of Courtney’s old boyfriends.

      It was the middle of July and so hot you couldn’t walk outside without feeling your skin cook. We were golden brown, freckles covering our faces and upper arms – a family trait. Forest fire warnings had been out for a month, and a few towns had already been evacuated. Everything was dried out, the fields pale yellow, the weeds in the ditches covered in gray dust. We were in jeans shorts and T-shirts, our skin sweaty even this late at night, and the air smelled hot.

      I touched the camera hanging around my neck. My mom had given it to me when I was ten, just before she died. Dani hated it when I took her photo, but Courtney loved it – used to love it. I didn’t know now. I glanced over at her again, then down at my chewed nails. Sometimes I imagined that I could still see the blood under them, as if it had soaked into my skin like it had our floors.

      “We’re going to need gas soon,” Dani said suddenly, making me jump.

      Courtney turned back from the window. “How much money do we have?”

      “Not enough.” Before we left town we’d siphoned a little gas from a neighbor’s truck and gathered what food we could, picking fruits and vegetables from the farm’s fields, taking eggs from underneath the hens and storing them in our cooler. Our cupboards were empty by then – we’d been living on soup, Kraft dinners, rice, and the last few pounds of ground deer meat in the freezer from the buck Dad had shot that spring. We pooled our money – I had a few dollars from babysitting and Dani had a little money left from when she helped during hay season, but she’d used a lot of it already that year trying to keep us afloat.

      “We could get some money for your camera,” she’d said.

      “No way!”

      “Courtney sold her guitar.”

      “You know why she really sold it,” I’d said. Dani had gotten quiet then. I’d felt bad but I couldn’t do it, couldn’t let go of my one good thing.

      “What are we going to do?” I said now.

      “We’re going to steal some gas,” Dani said, angry.

      Dani always sounded pissed off, but I didn’t pay any attention to it unless she was really mad. Then I got the hell out of her way.

      She had a right to be angry. We all did.

       

      We found a gas station in the next town, an old Chevron with two ancient pumps and a lone shadowy figure visible through the window. Was he the only one working? We pulled around back, gravel crunching under our tires. Dani switched off the engine and we sat there while it ticked. I held on to my camera tightly.

      “Jess, go in and make sure no one else is there,” Dani said.

      I darted a look at her but her profile was rigid. “Okay.” I tried to sound confident, but we’d never done anything like this before – only shoplifted food and makeup, small items. Of course it would be me. Courtney was too pretty – she had the same dirty-blond hair we all had, but she used peroxide and gave it highlights and had our father’s blue eyes that looked even brighter against her tanned skin. And now, with her burn, people would remember her. But I was small at fourteen, with plain toffee-colored hair and green eyes. People forgot me.

      The door jingled when I opened it. The guy behind the counter glanced up. He was young, maybe in his early twenties, with long sideburns and acne. I looked around, didn’t see anyone else working. The store was empty, and there were no security cameras or monitors. I cleared my throat.

      “Can I have the key to the bathroom?”

      He pushed the keys across the counter, then looked back down at his magazine. I browsed the shelves, then made my way outside around the back of the store, where a sign pointed to the restrooms. A laundry room for truckers was beside the washrooms. I pulled out the slots, checked for spare change under the machines – sometimes you get lucky, but nothing today. In the garbage can, I found a few cans and a pizza box with a couple of crusts. My stomach growled, but I left the box and went into the bathroom, used the toilet, and washed my hands. I glanced in the mirror. My eyes looked big, scared. The fluorescent light above my head was humming loudly, the bathroom seeming suddenly cold and empty.

      I turned my face so I could see the bruise on my jaw. The makeup was smeared. I rubbed at it with my finger, spread it smooth. I stepped back, staring at my reflection. I tried to narrow my eyes and squared my shoulders, pulling my hat down hard, making myself look tougher, more like Dani. It didn’t work.

      I returned the key and walked back to the truck.

      “What did you find?” Dani said through her window.

      “Just one guy at the counter – he’s reading a girlie magazine.”

      She nodded.

      “Now what?” I said.

      “Courtney, you go talk to him.”

      “Shit, why me?” Courtney said.

      Dani gave her a look. Courtney heaved a sigh, undid the top button of her shirt, and got out of the truck.

      “I’m going too,” I said.

      “No. Stay in the truck, Jess.”

      “But I’m hungry!”

      “Jesus Christ.” Dani bitched all the time about my “hollow leg,” but she still gave me extra helpings.

      I followed Courtney into the store. She leaned over the counter and began talking to the guy, who immediately put down his magazine and turned to face her. Through the corner of my eye, I saw Dani pull the truck around to the pump. Quickly, I walked down the aisles and shoved chocolate bars and snacks into my pockets. Courtney glanced out the window once in a while, waiting for the signal. I was also keeping an eye on Dani. Finally she lifted her hat and wiped her brow.

      I left the store and jumped in the truck. Courtney took the pen the guy was holding out, wrote something down on a piece of paper. He was smiling big. She made like she was checking the pocket of her jeans shorts, then shook her head and nodded at the truck.

      Now she was heading back to us, walking slow, letting her hips sway. I could see the guy inside staring at her, riveted. She got in the truck, made it look like she was reaching for her purse, then slammed the door behind her. Dani pounded the accelerator. The truck fishtailed onto the road, swerving on the dusty, dry edge. I watched behind as the guy ran out of the gas station, his hand on a phone, already calling the police. Our license plate was covered in dried mud, but my heart was still pounding. If we were caught, we’d be brought back to Littlefield and the cops would have questions – lots of questions.

      I turned around and pulled out my chocolate bars. We ate, silent in the dark.

      “Remember when Dad used to buy us Caramilk bars every Christmas?” Courtney’s voice was small, the memory big.

      I chewed slower now, my eyes filling with tears. It had been years since Dad had brought us chocolate bars, not since our mom had died.

      It had only been three days since I’d killed him.
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LITTLEFIELD


      
THREE DAYS EARLIER


      Dad had been gone a month this time, working in Alberta on the oil rigs. Before that job he mostly worked construction around town and on the ranch where we lived. Littlefield was a small town near the Alberta border and it didn’t have a lot of jobs – mainly farming or logging since the mill had closed down – so a lot of men worked in Calgary, a couple of hours away. Dad said he’d make better money in Alberta, and maybe he did, but we never saw any of it. He worked three weeks in and one week out. He’d stop at a couple of bars on the way home from the rigs, then usually didn’t quit drinking until it was time for his next shift.

      I was sure this time things would be different, though. My fifteenth birthday was coming up and he’d told me he’d bring me something special. I’d been thinking about it all week.

      “He’s not bringing you diddly-squat,” Dani had said that morning.

      “He promised,” I said.

      “So?”

      I didn’t look at her, just shoved another spoonful of scrambled eggs into my mouth. Across the table Courtney was practicing some chords on her guitar, scribbling into a little notebook. She gave me a smile.

      “I’ll write you a song,” she said. “For your birthday.”

      “That’d be cool.” I smiled back at her.

      “Jess, I just don’t want you to be disappointed,” Dani said from the other end of the table.

      “I know, but I’ve got a good feeling. I think he’s going to bring something for my camera – maybe a new lens.”

      “You’re such a dumbass.” Dani was always telling me I was too hopeful, Dad would never change. But sometimes he went weeks without drinking. Maybe one day he’d quit for good.

      I was half expecting to see Dad’s truck in the driveway now as I walked toward our house, or have him roar past me, laughing as he left me choking on the dust. I glanced behind me. In the distance I could hear calves mooing and a tractor out in the fields. I aimed my camera at a pretty bird sitting on the fence, then took another shot of our house. Dani was home. I could tell she was in a mood by the way she’d parked the truck – sideways, windows down, the grille almost touching the front steps – and by the music blasting from inside the house. I slowed my pace.

      I didn’t mind living on the ranch, but I wished it was ours – the bank had foreclosed on our old place. That house had been pretty – I still remembered the front patio swing, the white fence that went down to the road, how Dad would repaint it every year. This was just an old ranch hand’s house on a cattle farm, but we had lots of room, a big yard for Dad’s stuff, and we needed the work. After Mom died – she was hit head-on by a truck carrying a load of hay – Dad lost his job. He took off to Calgary for months. I’d just turned ten. Courtney was eleven and a half, and Dani almost thirteen. We ended up in foster homes.

      They couldn’t find one willing to take all of us so I got put with a family that already had six kids, two of them handicapped. There never seemed to be enough food for everyone. I’d wait until my foster mother wasn’t looking, then slip some of my mashed potatoes or whatever onto the little kids’ plates, shaking my head to warn them to keep quiet about it. If one of them forgot and yelled, “Thank you!” my foster mom would whip around and we’d end up with nothing. I ran away once, trying to get to my sisters, but got picked up by the cops. I found out later they’d tried to run away a few times too. None of us made it.

      Finally, after five months, Dad came back, promising to stay sober.

      Courtney told me a little about her foster family, how the father peeked at her in the shower, how the mom used to slap her when he wasn’t watching.

      Dani didn’t talk about her foster home much, just said the people had been old and couldn’t take care of their farm and wanted a helper. I don’t know if they were mean to her – she never said. Sometimes I wondered if she wished she was still there. “Did you like it better than taking care of us?” I said. She cuffed me lightly across the head and said, “Don’t be a dumbass.”

       

      When I walked into the house she was sweeping the kitchen and I could smell pine-scented cleaner. All the windows were open.

      “Where’ve you been?” she said. “I looked for you at the barn.”

      “Ingrid needed help in the fields.”

      During the school year we worked on the farm at night and on weekends, but in summer we worked whenever they needed us. Our arms and legs were muscled, our hands blistered – Courtney was always putting lotion on them or doing her nails. Dani would spend all day in the fields if she could, riding the tractor with a smile on her face, her hair under a big cowboy hat. Sometimes after school she’d even go over to her boyfriend’s place to help – his family had the neighboring farm. I didn’t mind working in the fields, but I preferred working with the animals. Spring was my favorite, all the babies being born, but I refused to eat the meat, which made Dad furious. I took a few beatings for that.

      “We’ve got to get this place cleaned up before Dad gets back,” Dani said.

      “Okay.” I started washing some dishes that had been on the counter for at least a week, scraping at the dried food, imagining a big dinner when Dad got home. I hoped he’d take me grocery shopping with him.

      After Dad got us out of foster care, he’d found this place and kept himself together for months. Then the beer cans started piling up. The cops came by a few times, asking if we were okay, but we kept our mouths shut. When teachers asked about a black eye or a bruise we couldn’t hide, we’d say we fell or hurt ourselves on the ranch, tangled with a mean horse. If Dani heard someone teasing us, she delivered what we’d gotten good at taking. I didn’t tell her when a kid gave me a hard time about the smell of manure on my shoes or called Courtney names. It just made Dani feel bad.

      “Where’s Courtney?” I said.

      Dani shrugged. “Where is she usually?”

      So she was off with another boy. I wondered who it was this time.

      Dani and I had the house clean by the time Courtney got home. We were out in the backyard, setting up beer cans to do some target practicing. Dad left us his rifle when he was out of town – an old Cooley .22 semiautomatic he’d gotten from his father – and made sure we had enough bullets. He said he wanted us to be able to take care of ourselves. We didn’t have much time to just kick around, but we liked shooting stuff or going fishing. I squinted, took aim on the can, held my breath, and squeezed the trigger. The can flew into the air.

      “Good shot!” Courtney’s husky voice said from behind me.

      I lowered the gun and turned around. Courtney had a case of beer on one hip and a cigarette in her hand. Her long hair was damp and tangled, and her baseball cap was on backward. She was wearing dark sunglasses too big for her face, which looked cool, and a bikini top under a black tank top.

      “She’s always a good shot,” Dani said. She didn’t give a lot of compliments, so it meant something when she did. I liked shooting, liked that moment when everything came into focus, came down to a split second. Same with my camera, seeing the frame, lining up the shot, taking a breath, then boom!

      “Jesus, what’s with your shorts?” Dani said. Courtney’s jeans shorts were cut so high you could see the bottom of her front pockets.

      Courtney laughed. “You like them? They make the boys go craaaazy.” She sang out the last words. Courtney was always laughing or singing. Mom used to say Courtney sang before she talked. She was a pretty good guitar player too, had bought a secondhand one and taught herself by listening to the radio.

      “They just about show everything.” Dani wore cutoffs – we all did – but Courtney’s were always the shortest, the frayed bleached-out edges contrasting with her golden skin. I glanced at her legs, then down at mine, wondering if I could get away with taking my shorts up an inch.

      “Here, take a beer and shut up already,” Courtney said.

      Dani grinned and grabbed the beer, opening the can with a pop, and took a long swallow.

      “God, that’s good.”

      Courtney handed me one. I took a slug, savoring how cold it felt going down my dry throat on a hot day. I liked beer, the fuzzy feeling it gave everything, the malty taste, but the smell always reminded me of Dad.

      “Where did you get the beer?” Dani asked.

      “A friend.”

      Dani just shook her head. There wasn’t much you could say to Courtney. She did what she wanted. Dani would get mad at her, but Courtney would grab her in a big hug or sing her a silly song or get her laughing somehow. She worked hard but she played hard too. If Dani got after her about how she needed to sleep, she’d say, “I’ll sleep when I’m dead.”

      Dani pointed to the cigarettes and Courtney threw her the pack. Cigarettes were another luxury. Sometimes we’d steal a couple from Dad’s pack when he was home or from one of the farmhands. Then we’d sit out on our porch, sharing drags. We sat now on the rock edge of what used to be a nice garden running around the house. It was just weeds these days. Dani kept trying to grow vegetables in the backyard, but Dad kept driving over her patch.

      Courtney passed me a cigarette, lighting it with the end of hers. I set the gun against the warm rocks and took a drag, watching to see how Dani did it, her mouth parting slightly to let the smoke out in a long, lazy exhale. I leaned back so she couldn’t see, tried blowing it out the same way.

      Only the middle of July and the grass was already dead, same with the flowers we’d planted. Most of our front yard was dirt. Dad was always dragging home stuff from the junkyard, and scrap metal and wood littered the property. The house was in bad shape – in the winter we had to board up the windows – but I liked the sprawling deck on the front. I was going to ask Dad if we could paint it.

      I didn’t bring any friends home, and we kept to ourselves at school. Dani was usually with her boyfriend, Corey, who was kind of cute in a redneck farm-boy way with his tanned skin, white teeth, and dimples. Courtney was always skipping or hanging out with a boy; most of the other girls didn’t like her. I tagged along with my sisters or worked on my homework during breaks. Dani put my report card up on the fridge, like Mom used to. I helped with their homework sometimes. Courtney would just get me to do hers if she could, but Dani wouldn’t allow that.

      Dani moved over to sit on the tailgate of her truck. It was an old Ford, and silver where it wasn’t rusted out. She’d bought it from her boyfriend’s dad for cheap, then worked it off. It was usually broken down. She kept it cleaned out, hung a coconut air freshener on the rearview mirror, but it didn’t hide the stink of manure from our boots. I always kicked my boots on the fender, trying to get the dirt off before I climbed in or she’d yell at me.

      Courtney took a long drag. “I’m going out again later.”

      “You nuts?” Dani said.

      “If he’s back, he won’t be home for hours.”

      “You don’t know that for sure,” I said. Sometimes he stopped at Bob’s, his friend in town, and they hit the bars, but other times he came straight home.

      She tugged the back of my hair. “Don’t worry.”

      Courtney acted like she didn’t care what Dad did to her, but I knew she was scared of him. Mom was the only person who’d ever been able to keep him under control, but he’d still go on benders with his friends, then come home yelling and throwing stuff around, breaking dishes. She kicked him out a couple of months before she died, but he sweet-talked his way back in, sober and swearing he’d stay that way. Mom was really happy for a while – we all were. Dad stayed sober until the night we found out she’d died. Sometimes I think about how sad she’d be over what happened to us, how pissed off she’d be at Dad.

      I looked down the road again, imagined his truck getting closer.

      “Promise you’ll come home early?” I said. The last time Dad caught Courtney sneaking in, she hadn’t been able to sit for days.

      “Promise,” Courtney said.

      “He told you what would happen if you mess up again.” Dani dropped her cigarette onto the dirt, ground her heel into it. “He warned you.”

      “God, you guys are paranoid,” Courtney said. “He’s not even in town.”

      But I’d seen the way she glanced at the road before she picked up the rifle.

      “Come on, let’s shoot some more cans.”
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      We shot cans until we’d finished the case of beer, moving each one farther away to make it more challenging, trying to distract whoever was taking aim. We were all good shots – Dad had taught us. When we were younger he liked to make us set the cans up for him – he’d shot one when I was reaching for it. I fell back, crying, and he laughed. I didn’t flinch the next time.

      The rest of the afternoon we did laundry, hanging it outside to dry because the dryer was broken again, then made dinner, adding some rice to the last of the tomato soup to make it more filling.

      After dinner, Courtney headed upstairs to get ready for her date.

      “Want to keep me company?” she said.

      Courtney didn’t like being alone much and often asked me to hang out with her. I didn’t mind. I liked sitting on the side of the bathtub listening to her talk about her new boyfriend and watching her do her hair and makeup. We’d shoplifted most of the makeup – we figured stealing samples wasn’t as bad – but we shared what we had. It led to a few fights, mostly because Courtney left a lid off something, but usually we were okay. Dani didn’t use makeup unless she was going out with Corey, but I liked playing around with it.

      Courtney was leaning toward the mirror, carefully shaping her eyebrows with an old pair of tweezers. I perched on the side of the tub, the porcelain cool against the backs of my legs. The window was open, blowing the curtains with a faint breeze, but it was still damn hot. The scent of the cedar shingles baking in the sun on the roof drifted in, mixing with Courtney’s hair spray and perfume.

      “You going to see Shane?” I said.

      She paused, looked confused.

      “That guy with the blue car,” I said.

      She made a face. “Ugh, no. I got rid of him last week.”

      Courtney didn’t keep boyfriends around long. The only guy she’d ever gotten sort of serious with, Troy Dougan, had moved away in May. She said she didn’t care because she was going to move to Vancouver as soon as she graduated. She figured she could make enough money to move down to the States in a few years, somewhere like Nashville, and become a country singer. When I graduated I was going to come live with her in Vancouver – I couldn’t wait to see the ocean. We talked about it a lot, how I’d go on tour with her and take all her photos. I took one of her now, her tawny skin bathed in warm evening light from the open window that turned the side of her face gold.

      I didn’t actually have any film in the camera, hadn’t had any for weeks. Sometimes Dad would bring me home a roll, same with Courtney – she stole it or got boyfriends to buy it. She liked the thrill of grabbing it right under the clerk’s nose. Dani kept telling her, “You’re going to end up in jail before you’re twenty.”

      Courtney stepped back, straightening her sundress. We didn’t have many clothes, and what we did have we’d bought at the secondhand store. Courtney spent hours mixing and matching stuff, trying to make it look like pictures from magazines. Dani and I mostly wore jeans and T-shirts, but Courtney was good about lending us her things.

      Courtney fluffed her hair over her shoulder. I smiled and took another photo, thinking of our mother, how I’d watch her brush her long hair in the mirror. But Mom never wore makeup, letting her freckles show. We’d still had some of her clothes until we went into foster care. Dad had gotten rid of just about all her things – even her wedding ring. I’d managed to save a couple of photos and the camera, Dani kept her recipe cards, and Courtney clung to an old bottle of perfume that was dried up now.

      “Where are you going?” I said.

      “Out.” Courtney usually shared more, so she was probably seeing someone she shouldn’t, like one of her friends’ boyfriends. Mom used to call Courtney her wild child, but she’d say it in a proud way. Dani was her worker bee, and I was her dreamer. I never felt like she had a favorite, more like she loved each of us for different things. She’d said we were all the best part of her, and that if anything ever happened to one of us, her heart would break.

      Courtney smiled in the mirror. “Where’s your boyfriend?”

      I rolled my eyes. Courtney knew perfectly well that Billy wasn’t my boyfriend – he was just the guy who lived down the road. We hung out sometimes, but it wasn’t like that, though he was always trying. I’d let him kiss me one time, just to see what it was like. He tasted gross, like barbecue chips, and his skin smelled like sweat. I didn’t tell Courtney or Dani about it, but I liked listening to their talk. Dani had only slept with Corey – they’d been together since the eighth grade – but Courtney slept around and had told me enough about sex and what boys like that I wasn’t sure if I ever wanted to go through with it myself.

       

      It was after midnight when Courtney finally stumbled home, smelling like cologne and cigarettes, giggling as she pulled on her nightgown in our room – we’d shared a bedroom since we were babies. Often we’d end up sleeping in the same bed, curled together like puppies, her long hair wrapping around us. On really cold nights Dani would pile in too. We’d talk about our mom, our dreams, Dani and her farm that would stretch for acres, Courtney and her music, the crowd screaming her name. I just wanted to take photos, of anything and everything. My sisters were my favorite subjects, but I liked it best when they didn’t know I was there. Dani fussing over the tomatoes, wandering among the cornfields, Courtney with no makeup and her hair messy, strumming her guitar.

      Courtney pulled her blankets over her head and passed out. I drifted back to sleep.

      Hours later, I woke to a crash downstairs.

      I jerked up and fumbled for the lamp on my night table.

      “The fuck was that?” Courtney said.

      “Is it him?”

      “I don’t know. Did you hear his truck?”

      “I was asleep. I heard something downstairs.”

      I found the light just as Dani slipped into our room, her face anxious. The three of us stared toward the door, not moving a muscle, listening. Was that the fridge opening? We heard something drop. Someone cursed.

      Now heavy footsteps were coming up the stairs. I got out of bed, stood beside Dani. Courtney was sitting up, blankets pulled off, one foot on the floor, ready to run.

      Dad pushed open the door. His white tank top was sweat-stained, blood or ketchup dotting the front, his shoulders covered in dark freckles and sunburn.

      He gave us a big smile. “There’s my girls!”

      I watched him, waiting to see if his smile would disappear and he’d start shouting insults. Dad started off happy when he was drinking, but it never lasted long.

      “Well, come on, where’s my fucking hug?” He was still smiling, but anger simmered in his eyes.

      Dani and I walked up to him, Courtney lagging behind. Dad crushed us to him in a hug, enveloping us in the smell of beer and sour sweat and cigarettes.

      “Come on, let’s play cards,” he said when he let us go.

      “It’s late, Dad,” Dani said. “Walter wants us up early, and —”

      “I don’t give a shit what Walter wants,” Dad said. “I want to play cards.” Sometimes invoking Walter’s name would make Dad shut things down a little faster. He didn’t want to lose another place. But tonight he was too far gone, his blue eyes glassy, his sandy-colored hair damp on his forehead.

      His eyes focused on Courtney. “Come on, Court. You’re always up for some fun – right, girl?” There was an edge to his voice, testing, like he knew something. Courtney looked terrified.

      “Sure, Dad. Let’s play some cards.”

      He was pissed at her. I could see that now. What had she done?

      She started walking past him, but slowly, her body tense, like she was bracing for him to hit her. He pretended to lunge at her. She screamed and he laughed, his deep voice filling the room.

      “You girls are a bunch of chickenshits.”

      We followed him down the stairs, his broad back filling the space. He pulled one of the chairs out at the table, slapped his hand down on the wood.

      “Sit your asses down.”

      We all sat around him, and he gave me a grin. “How you been, Peanut? Miss me?”

      “Yeah, Dad.” I felt like crying, hated the sound of drink in his voice, his phlegmy cough, his red-rimmed eyes.

      He pulled a deck of cards out of his back pocket, started to deal them. When we all had a hand, he pulled a pack of smokes out of his other pocket, lit a cigarette, letting it dangle out of his mouth, one eye squinting from the smoke.

      “We’ll play for cigarettes,” he said, throwing a few in front of each of us.

      We all looked at each other.

      “You think I don’t know you bitches steal my smokes?”

      Dani said, “Dad, we don’t —”

      “Save your bullshit.” He looked at me. “Get me a beer out of the fridge.”

      I got up quickly, yanked a can free from the plastic ring. There were only two left.

      I handed it to him and sat down. He opened the can with a loud pop, took a gulp, beer dribbling out the corner of his mouth. He didn’t wipe it off. Courtney and Dani were studying their cards. Dani’s forehead was shiny with sweat. Courtney’s eyes were still scared, flicking to Dad and back to her cards.

      He caught her looking. “You trying to see my cards?”

      “No.”

      He slammed his fist down again, leaned over the table. “You trying to see my fucking cards?”

      “No, Dad!” she cried out.

      He leaned back, gave her an assessing look. “You think you’re pretty smart, don’t you?”

      She shook her head. “I’m not smart at all.”

      He looked around at us. “Worthless – the whole lot of you. I work my ass off for you three, and all you do is embarrass the shit out of me.”

      “I’m sorry, Dad.” I didn’t know what I was apologizing for, but it didn’t matter.

      His gaze settled back on Courtney. “Are you sorry?”

      “Yeah, Dad, I’m really sorry.”

      “Then get your sorry ass over to the stove and make me a fried egg sandwich.” He laughed, then started coughing, choking on cigarette smoke.

      Courtney got up and turned the stove on, set a frying pan on the burner, got eggs out of the fridge.

      “We don’t have any bread,” Dani said, her voice calm, but her hand shaking slightly on the cards.

      Dad snatched the cigarette away from his mouth. “You don’t have any bread?”

      “We didn’t have any money.”

      “Where’s the money I left you?” A hundred dollars. The three of us had stood in the store, studying the prices on the cans and boxes. Apples were on sale – we’d bought a big bag.

      “We used it all,” Dani said. “We needed groceries.”

      He was shaking his head now, a slow, dangerous movement. “You fucking useless bitches. A man comes home from working for weeks and he can’t even get a decent fried egg sandwich?”

      Courtney was frozen next to the fridge, waiting.

      “I can make you scrambled eggs, Dad,” she said. “I make good eggs.”

      He turned and looked at her. “You make good eggs?” He laughed. “At least you can do something right.”

      He was watching her now, staring as she cracked the eggs into the bowl with a shaking hand. She kept giving him nervous looks. He took another hard drink of his beer, sucked on the cigarette, almost biting it with his teeth.

      “You better make sure that pan is good and hot.”

      “It’s hot, Dad,” she said.

      “Really hot?”

      “Yeah.” She gave him another scared look.

      My heart was up in my throat, and I was getting that sick feeling of dread. Something was going to happen. I could see it in my dad’s face, the way his hand was gripping the beer, his boot tapping under the table.

      “What’ve you been up to, Courtney? You working hard?”

      “Yeah, every day.”

      “What about every night? What’ve you been doing then, Courtney?”

      I saw the fear on her face.

      “Just hanging out,” she said. Some of the eggs slopped out of the pan and hit the burner, filling the air with the smell of scorched eggs. She frantically tried to brush the crumbled egg away from the burner.

      I looked at Dad, who was still watching Courtney. I waited for the explosion, but he was silent, just took another drag of his smoke. She turned the burner off, scraped the eggs onto a plate, then got a fork out of the drawer.

      She walked over, carefully set the plate in front of him, and sat in her chair again. We all watched as he took a bite, pieces of egg falling off his fork and landing on the table. His cigarette was still burning in his other hand, the smoke drifting into Dani’s eyes. She didn’t move, didn’t cough.

      Dad grunted, gave a nod, then took another bite.

      I felt Courtney’s body relax a little beside me, heard her take a breath.

      He stopped chewing, got a disgusted look on his face, then opened his mouth and let the whole mouthful slop back out onto his plate.

      “These are fucking rotten!”

      “We just collected the eggs yesterday!” Courtney said.

      “It’s true!” Dani said.

      “Maybe you’re the rotten egg,” Dad said, staring at Courtney, his eyes raging. “Everything you touch tastes like shit.” He picked up his plate and threw it at her. She jerked her body to the right, making the chair topple over, spilling her onto the floor. The plate shattered behind us. Dani and I leapt out of our chairs.

      Dad took a lunging step toward Courtney, his huge body towering over her. Dani pushed me behind her as she reached for Courtney, but Dad was already grabbing her arm and hauling her off the floor.

      Courtney screamed and tried to pull away. He dragged her toward the stove. I tried to go after them but Dani held me back.

      “Do you know what it’s like hearing that shit about my kid?” he roared.

      Courtney was begging, “What did I do?”

      “Bob calls me in camp, tells me my good-for-nothing daughter’s screwing a married man!”

      Dad had Courtney close to the stove. She was screaming. I was sobbing and yelling, “Dad, let her go!”

      Dani released my arm and ran for the rifle, pulled it out from under the couch, grabbed the box of shells.

      Dad picked up the frying pan, held it close to Courtney’s face. She squirmed, frantically trying to get away. I threw myself at his back, pounded against him, clawed his neck, any flesh I could find. He hit backward with his elbow, catching me in the jaw and sending me to the floor.

      He gripped Courtney’s face tight in one fist, her eyes bulging.

      “Dani!” I screamed. She had the gun up to her shoulder, aimed at Dad, but she was just staring, her face shocked and white.

      Dad pressed the pan against Courtney’s jaw. She shrieked, the sound stabbing into me. Dani stood there, the gun quivering in the air.

      I scrambled to my feet, yanked on Dad’s arm, pulling the frying pan away. He lashed out, smacking me hard across the face. I stumbled backward, crashed into the table. The pan slipped out of his grasp and thudded to floor.

      “Fucking bitches!”

      He wrapped his hand in Courtney’s hair and dragged her down the hall to the bathroom. Her back was sliding on the hardwood, legs kicking out uselessly.

      I chased after them, grabbed on to his belt with both hands, pulled back. He swatted at me with his free hand but I didn’t let go. He was at the bathroom.

      “I called the cops!” Dani yelled. “They’re coming!”

      Our phone had been disconnected two weeks ago.

      She was running after us, still carrying the gun. “Stop! Dad, stop!”

      Dad flipped up the toilet lid, held Courtney’s face over the bowl. Plunged her down, brought her up so she could gasp at the air, then held her down again. Her legs kicked out.

      I beat on his back, picked up the garbage can, slammed it down on his head, but he didn’t stop. Dani held the gun up again.

      “Get out of the way!” she yelled, and I dropped the can, moved back to the doorway.

      “Let go!” she screamed. “Let go!”

      Dad laughed. Water streamed from Courtney’s face. She was gagging and gasping, clawing at his hands. He plunged her head down. The moment stretched out. I couldn’t tear my gaze away. Dani was screaming, but she wasn’t pulling the trigger. Courtney’s hand was loosening. Her legs stopped kicking out.

      I grabbed the rifle out of Dani’s hands, aimed for the fleshy part of Dad’s shoulder, and pulled.

      The shot echoed in the small space. Dani shrieked. A bloody gash opened on the side of Dad’s neck.

      He let go of Courtney, who crumpled to the floor. He clasped his neck, looked at the blood. He turned and came at me, hands out, his face ugly with rage.

      “I’m going to fucking kill you!”

      Desperate sobs coming out of my mouth, I pulled the trigger again. A small hole opened in his forehead and he dropped to his knees, fell forward. He made a couple of weird sounds, gasping breaths from his chest, then silence. Blood flowed onto the linoleum floor, pooled around his head.

      “Oh, Jesus.” Dani ran over, checked his pulse. “He’s not breathing!”

      My hands were shaking. I fell to my knees and stared at my dad’s body. Dani had flipped Dad over and was holding his face between her hands, blowing into his mouth, then pounding on his chest, but I knew it was too late. Courtney crawled past Dad, her face and hair wet. She got to me, and I dropped the gun. We gripped each other tight. Finally Dani stopped and sat up on her heels.

      “Fuck, fuck, fuck.”

      She turned to look at us, tears dripping down her face.

      “You killed him,” she said, her voice stunned and shaky.

      I’d killed Dad. I’d killed Dad. I couldn’t believe it. I swallowed hard.

      “I had to. Courtney was drowning!”

      She looked away then, a flash of shame in her face. She wiped at her nose, staring down at Dad’s body again. She put her hands to her head.

      “What the fuck are we going to do now?”

      I looked at the blood around Dad’s head, his open eyes staring up at the ceiling. I thought of all the times I’d worried he was going to kill one of us, all the times I wished he’d just disappear and we’d no longer have to live in fear. I’d thought our lives would be better then, that we’d finally be free.

      But now, looking at my father’s body, I was more scared than I’d ever been in my life.
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      We left Dad and the gun in the bathroom and closed the door. In the kitchen, Dani helped Courtney flush the burn with cold water. She was bent over the sink, crying and shivering, her hair and the top of her nightgown wet.

      “Maybe she should go to the hospital.” I couldn’t stop staring at the burn on her jawline, a puckered angry mark about four inches long. It looked painful.

      Courtney shook her head, splashing water everywhere. “They’ll put us in foster care.”

      Dani was pacing the kitchen now, her shirt covered with red splotches, her face and hands with streaks of bright red. She stopped and stared at my shirt, her face haunted. I looked down, saw the drops of blood. My lip felt puffy and I tasted blood in the corner. Dad must’ve split it when he hit me.

      She started pacing again. “Shit, this is bad, really bad.”

      “Should we tell Walter and Ingrid? Maybe they could help or —”

      “No, we have to think.” She sat down. “You’ll be arrested. Maybe us too, if they think we’re accomplices or whatever.”

      “Walter might check on us – the gunshots,” I said. The .22 didn’t make a loud shot, but it had echoed with the cast-iron bathtub and the window was open. I imagined him getting dressed, pulling on his boots, searching for his truck keys.

      She was nodding. “We have to figure this out fast.”

      “I’ll tell the police the truth – I did it.”

      My legs felt shaky. I braced my hands against them, holding them down or holding myself up. I wasn’t sure. My gaze flicked to the bathroom door. Everything was so quiet now. The air felt electric, thick. I could smell blood.

      Dani was also staring toward the bathroom. I wondered if she was thinking about how she couldn’t pull the trigger.

      Her head snapped back toward us, her face grim and determined.

      “We should hide his truck until we know what we’re doing.”

      “Okay,” I said. We looked at Courtney.

      “Okay,” she said.

       

      While Courtney and Dani changed their clothes, I ran outside. I didn’t have my license but Dani let me practice sometimes. I climbed into Dad’s truck, moved the seat forward. The truck stank of spilled beer and Dad’s cologne – we’d bought it for him last Christmas. I tried not to notice the small plastic cowboy hat dangling from the rearview mirror, one of his work shirts tossed on the floor, the empties rolling around, the old cigarette pack, one corner of the silver paper folded down. I thought of how when I was little he’d make me animals with the thin foil.

      Then I noticed the plastic bag on the seat. Inside I could just see a corner of a yellow box. I lifted open the top of the bag with my finger.

      One of the boxes had an image of a camera lens on the front, the other one was film. I squeezed my eyes shut.

      Don’t look at it, don’t think about it. 

      I pulled the truck into a thicket of trees far behind the house, using the moonlight and memory to guide me, scared to use the headlights in case Walter and Ingrid were already coming down the hill. I hesitated, then grabbed the plastic bag and ran back to the house. Courtney was standing by the front door, wearing a fresh T-shirt, a long one.

      “Dani’s trying to clean up,” she said. “You should change too, but put on something you’d wear to bed. Make it fast.” She was talking through gritted teeth, her face strained like every movement hurt.

      I washed my face and pulled on an old nightgown.

      Downstairs, Dani had grabbed a bunch of old towels and placed them around Dad’s head to soak up the blood. Courtney was cleaning the kitchen, putting away the frying pan, picking up the chairs that had been knocked over. I gathered the playing cards and cigarettes strewn across the table while she stuffed Dad’s empty beer can to the very bottom of the garbage can.

      We found Dani in the bathroom, on her knees, staring at Dad’s body.

      “What do we… what do we do with him?” I said.

      “I don’t know.”

      Courtney stood beside me. “Should we move him to the back bedroom?”

      “He’ll leave blood,” I said.

      A vehicle pulled up outside. We stared at each other, our eyes panicked.

      Dani got to her feet, ran to the front window, peeked through the curtain.

      “Is it the police?” I whispered.

      A door slammed.

      “Walter,” Dani hissed. “Pretend you’re making tea.” She turned to Courtney. “Don’t let him see the side of your face – sit on the couch in the corner where it’s darkest and turn away.”

      We ran to our positions, our feet soft on the floor, while Dani walked to the door and opened it.

      “Hi, Walter.”

      I couldn’t see him from where I was in the kitchen but heard his voice say, “You girls okay? Heard some shots.”

      “Yeah, rat was in the cupboards again – got him this time.”

      “You girls need to be careful with that gun.”

      “We are – Dad taught us.”

      “Thought I heard his truck earlier.” My hand froze midair as I reached for a mug.

      “That was just Courtney getting dropped off.”

      I took a breath. Good thinking, Dani.

      “When’s your daddy coming home? He’s late on rent.”

      “Should be any day. Anything extra we can do around the place?”

      “Don’t know, Dani. We’ve found you just about as much work as we can, you know?” Silence for a moment, then he said, “What’s that smell?”

      Shit, could he smell the blood?

      “What smell?” Dani sounded calm but she was gripping the door so tight her knuckles were white.

      “Like something’s burned.”

      “Oh, that’s just Jess. She left a pan on the stove too long, burnt some eggs. We’re all up so we figured we’d make a snack, but Jess is useless in the kitchen.” She laughed.

      I called out, “Evening, Walter.”

      He called back, “Evening, Jess.” Then, to Dani, “You kids should get to bed. Big day tomorrow on the farm.”

      “Yes, sir.”

      “Okay, then. Let me know when your daddy shows up.”

      “Sure will.”

      She closed the door, sagging against it, then peeked through the side window until we heard his truck driving away.

      She turned back around. “We have to get rid of the body.”

       

      We found an old plastic tarp in the garage and rolled Dad onto it. It took all three of us to move him. Then we pulled the tarp around him, wrapping duct tape around his ankles and upper body to hold it in place. We shoved the bloody towels and rags into a garbage bag. We worked quickly, not speaking, but Courtney kept sniffling and Dani’s face was pale, her eyes angry.

      I kept seeing Dad’s smile when he called me Peanut, how he took us four-wheeling or shooting, remembered to get me film, bought Dani seeds. He taught us that being girls didn’t mean we needed to rely on men, showed us how to change the oil and tires on the truck and fix things at the house. When he was around we weren’t scared of anyone or anything. But we were always scared of him. I thought about the cigarette burns on my legs, the time he threw Courtney out of the truck, how his eyes would turn to slits when he’d been drinking. I felt like he was glaring at me through the tarp, could hear his voice in my head.

      You fucking useless bitches. 

      “Should we put him in the quarry?” Dani said. The old gravel quarry, now full of water, was half a mile away, so deep people said there were logging trucks at the bottom.

      Courtney shook her head. “We have to bury him or he could float up.”

      “Somewhere no one will look,” Dani said. “It can’t be near our house.”

      We were silent, thinking.

      “What about the pig field?” I said. “Under the trough. The ground is always wet because of the mud – and they haven’t moved that trough in years.”

      Dani was nodding. “It will help with the smell too.”

      I flinched, but Dani’s mouth was a tight line.

       

      We lifted him, groaning under his weight, and carried him to the back door. We set him down while Dani ran to the shed and came back with the wheelbarrow.

      We walked him down the back stairs, then laid him across the wheelbarrow, resting the sack of rags and a couple of shovels on top. We took turns, two pushing while one forged ahead. We had to take a back trail that connected our house with the farm. Normally a ten-minute walk, it took us twenty minutes of pushing and we were covered in sweat and breathing hard. We moved the trough, slipping and sliding in the mud, then started to dig. The ground was dry once we got through the mud, and we were filthy and exhausted by the time we had a deep enough hole.

      We pushed the wheelbarrow closer and rolled our father out. He landed partway in the hole and we had to shove him the rest of the way. He barely fit. Dani threw the garbage bag into the grave. It made a thud and we looked around. The night was silent except for one of the farm dogs barking up on the hill. I hoped Walter didn’t come out to investigate.

      “Should we say something?” Courtney whispered.

      We looked down at the body, the black shroud shiny in the moonlight.

      Worthless – the whole lot of you… 

      I dug into the dirt and threw a shovelful down the hole, then another, faster and faster, crying with each toss. My sisters joined in.

      When we were done, Dani grabbed me and Courtney for a hug. We held on tight, our skin and breath merging.

      “It’ll be okay,” Dani said.

       

      It was almost morning, the sky already getting light, and we had to work on the farm in a couple of hours, but we scrubbed the floor in the bathroom with bleach, using old blankets for rags. Finally we had to stop, too tired to do another thing. We couldn’t get out all the blood – the grooves in the linoleum showed rust-colored stains.

      We hadn’t patched the wall where my first shot hit, so we hung a small painting from the living room over the hole. We threw the rags into garbage bags, burying them in the hall closet until we figured out how to get rid of them, then shut the downstairs bathroom and locked the house, making sure every window was closed. We collapsed onto our beds, trying to get a few minutes of rest before we started our day, but I could only toss and turn. I heard Courtney moving around too. She’d been taking ibuprofen but I could tell by her breathing and occasional moans that she was still in pain. My jaw hurt where Dad had elbowed me – my teeth even ached – but we didn’t have many pills left so I’d given them all to Courtney. When Dani came to get us for work, her eyes were red-rimmed.

      We left the windows closed for the day. It would be hot as hell by the time we got home, but we had no choice, couldn’t risk someone snooping around until we finished cleaning the bathroom and got rid of the bleach smell.

      My lip wasn’t puffy anymore but it stung when I spoke and my jaw was bruised. We figured we could cover it up with makeup.

      We weren’t sure what would arouse more suspicion: Courtney missing work or showing up with the burn, which looked even worse in the daylight, the skin red and blistered. Dani figured it was a second-degree burn. None of us wanted to risk going into a hospital. They’d want to talk to our father for sure.
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