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Prologue


I wake to the moon shining through my curtains.


Two a.m. I guess. I release myself from the warm comfort of my sheets to go downstairs. In the kitchen, I fill a glass of tap water and throw it back in four loud gulps. Just as I turn to go back to bed, I hear a familiar sound, unusual for the time of day – since it´s not even day at all. I check the clock to make sure. Two a.m. Definitely night. Plus, I stepped up my time guessing game. The comfortable rhythmic squeaking of wood on wood on our front porch continues and I open the front door to investigate.


As expected, or more unexpected, Dad is sitting in his rocking chair on our porch, looking up at the moon, mumbling something under his breath. He doesn’t seem to have noticed me yet, so I try to listen to the words he’s breathing out.


“How’s the big sky up there?” He asks the sky and one might think he’s talking to God, but something in his voice suggests the question was directed at someone else entirely. He sounds different when talking to God.


“Why are you out here?” I ask, letting him know I’m here. But he doesn’t answer. “I thought you hated the night.” I push further.


“I said I hate the moon.” The squeaking continues.


“How?” I’m still standing in the doorway, so Dad’s back is turned towards me. And in the dim light of the moon, I see his shoulders rising and falling with a deep breath.


“It’s the eye of God, watching in empathy and disappointment. I feel like the moon and the stars are judging me. Speaking in an ancient voice I no longer understand.” He plays at the brim of his old cowboy hat. And for a second, I think he might be sleepwalking or he just spent too much time with me and turned into a poet overnight.


“Squirrel, want me to tell you a story?”


But before we can get to it, a bang coming from the direction of the junkyard shoots through the air, setting Jewel, Trixie and the girls into turmoil. The story slips through the noises, flying away to join the stars above, forever lost in the wild night sky.


Untold. Locked away between Dad and the moon.
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Chapter One


Friday means band-night at Hell’s Saddle. The place is filled to the brim with leather-booted drunk men and their wives, while green and yellow neon lights bring more color into the red air. Mom is taking orders, mixing drinks and tapping beers while singing along to “A Horse with No Name”. She must’ve heard this song being played a hundred times by a hundred bands by now and since I’m always here, I know it like the back of my hand too.


I’m sitting at the counter watching her and occasionally scan the bar or gaze up at the band. But right now, Mom is what catches my eyes most. She looks pretty with her ruby waves in a loose bun at the top of her head like that. Dad thinks so too and always tells her, to which she still blushes like a sixteen-year-old. Though she’s concentrated on satisfying the guests, I see her looking past me at the door – impatiently. I know exactly what she’s thinking, because I think it too. What happened to Eve that she’s so late?


Most guests are swaying to the music, singing along arm in arm, sharing good ol’ Folkspine lore, ordering new rounds and – of course – drinking.


Those that can’t do any of those things are either passed out in their booth or slowly and wobbly making their way home.


Behind me, the little bell chimes, announcing someone either gets to go home to crash out or comes in to enter a state of almost crashing out.


Except it’s not. I turn around to see Eve finally standing in the doorway, looking messier than usual.


Has she been crying? She runs behind the counter, throws a quick “So sorry, Love” at Mom, who’s tapping beers like a mass production for our most loyal regular, and disappears behind the beaded curtain, shielding the employee area from the rest of the bar. When she reemerges, she’s got her ash brown bob pinned back around her face, has gotten rid of her purse and wrapped a black apron around her hips. I notice she’s wearing a turtleneck even though it´s summer.


“Trouble with Dan again?” Mom asks as Eve joins her behind the counter.


“Let’s talk later. Doesn’t seem like you’ve got time for my drama right now.”


“You neither, mind you. Here, take these to Jeffrey.”


Mom nods at the beers.


“‘Bout time someone reacts to your job ad.” Eve complains and skillfully places eight beers at once – four in each hand – in front of the regular Jeffrey.


He’s standing at the bar, swaying to the live music.


When he hears the full glasses come down on the wooden counter in front of him, he nods and smiles at Eve, taking a little more time than necessary, grabs the beer and stumbles to his peers at their booth. As expected, he spills some of the holy golden liquid. Since this is his fifth round, I took a mental note of checking if Jeffrey leaves a trail of beer behind him.


Mom notices the puddle as Jeffrey’s booth genuinely cheers at him for bringing in the next round and sarcastically for wasting some of it. She shoots me a look. The look.


“I’ve got it, Mom.”


“Thanks, Sweetie.” She throws me a wet cloth. I copy Jeffrey’s path until I’ve reached the small puddle and soak it up with the cloth.


“Ah, little one! Didn’t know ya were here too.


Helpin’ out yer mom, eh?” His moustache is covered with beer foam. He’s a real nice guy, even when he’s drunk, so I happily shoot him and his seven companions a smile.


“You name it. Have fun, you guys!” He’s in guest mode tonight. On some evenings, he takes up the role of unofficial security guard at Hell’s Saddle. He’s really got it in him. Once, he knocked out a guy who groped Mom and since then, he’s been holding the title of The Devil of Hell’s Saddle, which he loves.


I wipe the wood once more to make sure the cloth has soaked up all the beer and make my way back to the bar, throwing the cloth behind the counter. It lands in the sink. Yes!


“Good throw, Alex!” Eve has finally realized I’m here. After fights with her husband Dan, and especially on band-nights when Hell’s Saddle is packed, she tends to miss out on her surroundings.


Can’t blame the woman. In addition to being one of the only two people that officially work at the busiest bar in town – my helping hands and Jeffrey’s security mode don’t count – and having the probably worst rotten man in all Folkspine as a husband, she’s got the most annoying son too.


“Hiya, Eve.” I gift her a smile, which comes out more empathetic than intended.


I spend the night swiping up after customers, rinsing glasses and taking out empty Whisky, Tequila and Vodka bottles. Jesus, no one drinks like countrymen. At around half past eleven, the band closes up their performance with “Southern Nights.” The bar’s still filled, though it’s just the regulars at this point. Hell’s Saddle’s the only place around town that still offers bands a chance to perform once a week. And since Folkspine is right the middle of Colorado, we’re west enough to have the bar be a proper Honky Tonk and north enough to have it be surrounded by mountains and forests carved and grown by God Himself. I’m just glad we got no desert coming up from New Mexico. The people love Hell’s Saddle’s western charm, so we never have to worry about not getting enough customers. The only worry around here is not having enough employees – which is why we wait and pray for a reaction to the job ad Mom put up around town – and running out of beer. As the band gets to the “Blow in the night” part, Mom tells me to go to the jukebox to switch it on once the song ends and the band’s said their last thanks. Cheering and clapping follow after the song comes to an end and a couple of bows and waves later, the band has cleared off the stage. My cue. I choose “Thank God I’m a Country Boy” on the jukebox and John Denver fills the air. Mom throws me a Thumbs Up.


Good.


At half past twelve, she announces last call. I check for more puddles, Eve mixes some drinks I’m glad I don’t know the names of and Mom went over to Jeffrey’s booth to have a chat with him. My gaze falls onto them as I sit at the counter and scan the floor. They keep glancing over at Eve, speaking in low tones. His cowboy hat rests on the table, his beard is still covered with foam and his wrinkles look deeper than before. His buddies are shouting and laughing at each other, but Jeffrey doesn’t bat an eye at them. After what seems like an eternity, their conversation seems to come to an end. I know this because I see Jeffrey touching Mom’s shoulder. It’s what he always does when he’s done having a talk.


An important talk. Adult talk. I’m impressed he’s still got the brains for an adult talk after all that beer.


Mom leaves his booth and makes her way back to the bar counter. She positions herself next to Eve and eyes her from the side while rinsing some glasses. Eve doesn’t react to Mom’s worried gaze.


Both women continue with their work and I keep on lending them a hand when needed. No time for talking through Eve’s family troubles on a band-night. Though I feel all itchy, wanting to know what happened.









Chapter Two


After a lot more songs and even more tapped beer, Mom turns to me.


“Alex Honey, why don’t you go home? You’ve helped enough already.” She’s in “worried mom” mode.


“It’s fine, Mom. I want to close up with you guys.” I try to reassure her.


“You are twelve years old.” Thanks for letting me know. “I appreciate your concern, but I can’t let my child daughter work a bar all night long.” Never mind. She’s in “I feel like a bad mom” mode.


“Eve and I can manage. We’re done here soon anyway.” She glances over to Eve, who nods at Mom’s statement. She didn’t register a word Mom said. Just nodded when she heard her best friend and boss say her name. It’s after the nod that she thinks over what Mom has just said.


I know Mom feels bad, even though it’s always my idea to help her out, so I’ll do her the favor. Just as I open my mouth to agree with her, Eve seems to have understood what Mom’s been telling me and steps in.


“But you want your child daughter walking two miles at one in the morning?”


“Shit.” Mom only swears when she’s stressed or proper pissed off. Luckily for everyone in the bar, stress is the cause of her swearing. “I’m so sorry, Sweetie. I’ll call Dad to come pick you up with the truck.” We both know Dad is already asleep since he needs to get up in about four hours to start working the farm. He loves to get up with the sun in the summer. When the nights are longer, though, he always seems to be a little sadder than usual. Right now, he’s fast asleep and it seems like I’m the only one who remembers, given Mom is already drying her hands on her apron and walking towards the phone.


“Mom.” She grabs it from the wall and starts dialing.


“Mom!” Her hand stops and she turns to face me.


“Don’t worry about it. I’ll go to the back and lie down, okay?”


She sighs. Maybe in relief, maybe in guilt.


“Yes. Thanks Sweetie. I won’t be long, I promise.”


“Holler if you need two extra hands.” I say getting up from my seat at the bar counter.


“I won’t.” She shouts after me.


I walk past the counter and part the beaded curtain. I step through it and turn right into the lounge. After having this place passed down to her from Grandpa, Mom almost took more time decorating this tiny room than the actual bar. The walls are covered with black and white pictures of Grandpa and his work partner building the place and finally working at the bar. Mom stuck the photographs in chronological order on the walls. She initially wanted to have them framed and hung up in the public space of the bar, but decided against it, because of Hell’s Saddle’s history. Now, the only picture out there is the one of Grandpa standing on the freshly built stage playing air guitar. It hangs right next to the stage, looking over the dancefloor. But the picture of Grandpa at opening night is my favorite. Mom always tells me how much her father has worked for this place and how proud he was of it. You see the joy written in his face in this picture. Next to him is his work partner. Dan’s father. Eve’s father-in-law. He and Grandpa started the Hell’s Saddle business together.


Up until the day Grandpa couldn’t take his partner's alcohol addiction and bar fights anymore and threw him out. Brennans. That’s where my family’s hate towards Brennan men started. Grandpa had it with Eve’s father-in-law, Mom has it with Eve’s husband and I have it with her son and nephew. Mom told me the whole story about the origins of Hell’s Saddle. How the business started off with two friends and how one got lost surrounded by all the alcohol.


But before that, they were standing in front of the bar under the Hell’s Saddle sign, which is the same as now, looking safe and sound. Between the pictures, one finds a carefully selected variety of tapestries, a Colorado flag and some of the drawings I used to do when I was even younger.


I walk in to find the leather couch, which has offered me a good night’s sleep a bunch of times before, occupied. Of course. Abel’s lying there, right on my spot. Funny thing, his mom’s called Eve. We are both used to the muffled music, glasses clinking and shouting people on the other side of the wall. But besides that, the fact it’s the middle of the night and he’s lying on the comfiest couch in all Folkspine, he’s not asleep. He’s just staring straight ahead at the ceiling above, arms crossed behind his head. The blue neon light right above the couch shines a weirdly calming light on him and his moles.


Sometimes my body fills with jealousy when I look at him – which remains a mystery because I know that boy probably has the hardest life in town. At least next to Eve. Still, I sometimes wish I could be him. Like, just for a day. When the girls at school asked around who they would swap places with for a day, they looked at me all crooked when I said “The Brennan boy.” That’s his nickname in basically all Folkspine. As if everything that he portrays is the history of his messed-up family. Sometimes, I feel myself pitying him. But just for the small moment before his and his family’s actions come to mind.


Then, the annoyance and hate take over. Just like now.


“Great, it’s you.”


“Jesus, Pony!” He shoots up and faces me like he didn’t hear me come in. Is he blushing? No, wait.


That’s just one cheek.


“It’s Alex. Has always been. Will always be.” I demand.


“But you’ve got such nice hair.”


The Pony-horror began years ago, when I decided to only wear my hair in a ponytail and Abel decided to give himself the right to give me a nickname. I considered wearing my hair down just so he’d stop, but I figured he’d just think of another nickname and God knows what that would’ve been. And since Pony doesn’t involve any real insult, I decided to stay true to my signature hair.


“Save it, Brennan. We ain’t friends.” It’s a pain in the ass, I even have to remind him. “And why are you here anyway? I didn’t see you come in.”


“When I got here, it was just your mom opening up.” I did come in way after Mom today. I begged her to let me come help her out at the bar tonight, but she made Dad insist I finish helping him on the farm first. “If you don’t know if you’ll take over the bar or the farm yet, you gotta learn how to work at both places.” She explained. So, Dad caved – like always – and I went out to get my boots dirty in the dung.


“She told me I could stay here for a while. We had a fight at ho-”


“Yeah, I heard. Sorry ‘bout that.” It’s true. We aren’t friends, but since Mom and Eve are – and Mom talks like a book – I know what’s going on for Eve and Abel at home. And I do feel sorry. Though I don’t know what today’s dispute was about.


He nods in appreciation and smiles at me. For a second, we stare at each other awkwardly.


“Wait, what did you want here again?” He breaks the silence, squinting at me.


“To lie down. But I see you already did that for me.


So, thanks for that.” I turn around to go back and help Mom. There’s always work to do and that’s definitely better than having to be in the same room as Abel Brennan.


“Oh! Sorry. I can leave.”


I turn over my shoulder. He’s sitting up now, struggling to push himself off the couch to get up.


“No. Don’t worry ‘bout it.” I sigh – in guilt. He lets himself fall back, which sends a wave of exhaustion through my body as I realize how bad I need to let myself fall back too. It is late after all and Mom said Eve and she can manage. Okay Mom. You win again.


“Move though. I need to sit down.” He scoots to the right end of the couch and I sit down on the left with another sigh. “Thanks.”


He smells like pot, which isn’t to my surprise. I recognize the odor because of him and from walking past James, his cousin, in the school’s hall.


“Were you helping out again?”


“I am not having small talk with you.” I close my eyes. In the dark of my eyelids, I still see the neon signs Mom put up all around the bar.


“Right.” I hear him smiling through the word, which only makes his presence more annoying.









Chapter Three


When I wake up to Mom stroking my shoulder, Abel and the noise on the other side of the wall are already gone.


“What time is it?” I blink at her face.


“Late. Let’s go home.”


I look around to figure out where I have just woken up. Once I’ve recognized the leather underneath me and the wall decor around me, I answer Mom.


“Be right there.”


“Lock the front door behind you, please.” Mom lays her keys into my lap and leaves the room. I take a minute to get accustomed to the big white light above. The neon blue is gone too. A good stretch and a yawn later and I’m up and walking back out, through the bar, towards Mom’s green Flying Fishbowl. Through the windshield, Mom makes a gesture of turning her fist mid-air. Right. Lock the door. I put the key in its hole, turn it and Mom throws me another Thumbs Up. I walk towards her car, open the passenger door and fall into the seat with a big sigh.


“Worked a lot today. Huh, Honey?”


“Hm.” Is all I can muster, still affected by the sleepiness crashing onto my head. I hand over the bar key to Mom and she puts it into her purse on the backseat. She then starts the car and pulls onto Main Road. As I watch the sleeping Folkspine, my mind wanders back to a couple hours ago. When Eve came in, red eyes. When Mom talked to Jeffrey, worried – his hand on her shoulder. When Abel was lying there, with a reddened cheek.


The sleep has worn off now. I’m awake, my head racing from person to person, minute to minute, trying to put together what happened over at the Brennan’s before Abel got to the bar. Before Eve got to it a couple hours later. This fight must’ve been different than the ones before. By now, Mom would have normally filled me in. It’s our routine.


Whenever I help out at the bar and Eve and Dan had a fight, Mom tells me about it on our ride home. “He just drank too much again. Said some awful stuff to the both of them. This time he grabbed the remote and sent it flying through the tr-…living room.”


But tonight, not a word. She’s just driving in silence, keeping her eyes on the road. She didn’t even turn on the radio like she normally does.


“Abel was in the back.” I eye her from the side.


“Oh, right!” It’s like I’ve just woken her up. Pulling her away from her thoughts.


“He came in shortly after me. I told him he could stay in the back and wait for Eve.”


“And you didn’t care to mention that to me?” We leave the busy part of town, driving past the hair salon Eve used to work at before her husband became the way he is. Around the time Abel was born.


“You know I can’t stand the guy.”


“Well, first of all, I was busy tapping hundreds of beers tonight. And second of all, why can’t you two just be nice to each other?”


“Just ‘cause you and Eve are friends, doesn’t mean me and Abel have to be too.”


“Abel and I.” She corrects while taking a right turn onto the trail that leads to our farm. “I didn’t say you two should be friends. I just think you could start acting like decent human beings and not like war opponents. Especially you, young lady. That kid’s got nothing on you.”


“I just don’t like him. He’s a Brennan, alright?”


“And what difference does that make? Eve’s a Brennan too.”


“Not by birth.” I do love Eve like a second Mom. As Mom-number-one pulls into our driveway and parks the car right in front of our porch, Jewel starts barking from inside the barn. The slim curve of the moon shines above our house. She turns off the motor and sighs. Oh crap.


“Honey.” Yep. Lecture time! “I don’t like Dan either.


Heck, I hate the guy, but just cause he’s a bad person, doesn’t mean his son is too.”


“His nephew is, though.” Not to mention his grandfather. But Mom knows this better than I. “I just don’t trust the Brennan guys.” James, Abel’s cousin, is a Brennan by birth. Just like Abel. He’s five years older than me and a shithead. I know I shouldn’t know words like that at my age, but when you spend a quarter of your life in a bar, you learn fast. Plus, I’m tired of people treating me like a fragile butterfly wing. I’ve seen James’ gang pushing around kids on their way home from school, smoking cigs in alleys and lingering before the bar waiting for drunk men to give them some of the sacred poison. The gang consists of James and his friends, Glen and Alan.


And Abel. It’s a small group, but enough for James to feel like he’s the king of a people. He’s acting like he’s got the three of them on a leash, though it seems like he’s only really got Glen and Alan under his influence. I’d like to say he’s got no word whatsoever over Abel, but that’d be a lie.


“You mean James?”


“Yes, Mom. I mean James. The guy who groped the chest of a thirteen-year-old as she was walking home from school. The guy who punched one of your beloved regulars because he wouldn’t give him a beer. That James.”


She looks at me concerned.


“Okay, you win.” Didn’t expect that.


“Stay away from James.” Believe me. I’m trying my best. “But give Abel a chance.” Expected that.


“Sure, Mom.” I mumble as I open the passenger door and step out into the warm summer night. She follows after me.


“Uh, Mom?” I turn to face her. “Why was Abel in the back, though?”


“I just told you. To wait for Eve.”


“And he couldn’t just stay at home with her?”


It’s dark, but what’s barely left of the moon shines enough light on Mom for me to see her tensed-up shoulders.


“No.” And that’s it. Guess tonight isn’t the night for me to find out what happened.









Chapter Four


I get up late the next morning. The sun’s shining directly into my room, making its way through my curtains. Eleven. I guess. I don’t take long to understand where I am, so I slide away from underneath my covers and start heading downstairs.


It doesn’t smell like coffee or Mom’s eggs. Despite her working late, Mom never breaks her cycle of getting up at around seven, so her breakfast is long over. She takes a lot of naps on our couch or in the sun on our porch, though. Just as my foot touches the first step, I can hear Dad’s voice pouring from the kitchen downstairs.


“Elaine, I know how much ya love her, but Eve’s got to get outta there herself, alright?” Stay and listen.


“You don’t get it. He hurt her. Like, proper hurt her.


She showed me. Heck, he hurt the kid.” I knew it. It wasn’t a one-sided blush. “You should’ve seen the look on his face when he came into the bar yesterday.”


“I know, Honey. But there’s nothing ya can do instead of speaking to Eve.”


“I can call the Sheriff. Or beat up that prick myself.”


I can just picture Dad’s face right now. Head turned away, eyes squinting at all the mentions of violence.


“And then what? This town’s small. Everyone will know you called Dan in or…hurt him. And he’ll call you in on those buddies of his. The whole lot of them ain’t afraid to lay their hands on a woman and I can’t have that. I know you’re worried. You’ve got a good heart, which is why I love you, but I’m worried about you.”


When Mom and I got home last night, I went straight to bed. I was lying there with my eyes open, staring at the ceiling above me, like Abel did a couple hours earlier. I simply couldn’t sleep. Mom’s normally good at hiding her feelings, but yesterday, I felt her worry and I knew it wasn’t about Abel not having any good friends, but about him and Eve being stuck with an alcoholic. Why hadn’t I just asked Abel about his cheek?









Abel


“Dude, it’s your turn.” Alan slaps my arm. I shake my mind awake and grab the vodka bottle from his hand and take a sip, swallowing hard. Getting drunk at eleven. What a Saturday. The gang has gathered in James’ room in his parents’ basement. “War Pigs” plays on his record player, the air is dense with smoke and old clothes fill the ground. He sits on the couch we´ve been calling his new throne. A king needs a throne. It used to be a truck at the junkyard, but since he stopped telling us to meet there, he needed an alternative. I’m sitting on the floor in front of the couch, resting my back on it. Alan and Glen both sit on the floor in front of us.


“How come Pussy Man can use your throne?” Alan whines.


“Piss off.” James The King orders. “He’s not using it.” Just leaning against it. “Plus, he’s allowed to.”


Cousin privilege at its finest.


I wait for the burning in my throat to disappear and hand the bottle over to James and return back to my thoughts of last night, reconstructing the scene.


I see Dad’s TV glowing, airing an old Football game, I know Dad is too wasted to follow. There’s crap laying everywhere. Old takeaway boxes on the table, dirty socks on the floor, empty cans. Lots of them. Everywhere.


“Why can’t you just be like James?” He spits.


“Why would I want to be anything like that bastard?” He’s my cousin and the only friend I’ve got, but even I know how messed up he is. Still, I can’t seem to let him go.


Dad and I are six feet apart from each other. He’s sitting on our couch, surrounded by more cans. I’m standing in front of him. The table’s between us.


Good.


“Unlike you, James is a good, hard-working young man. Lending a hand to your uncle at the garage whenever he can. Doing as he’s told. And what ‘bout you? Ain’t got nothin’ accomplished. You’re a disgra-” “I haven’t fucking accomplished anything ‘cause you don’t let me go to fucking school!”


He gets up. He can still do that? Probs to you, Dad.


Mom’s standing in the doorway to what we call our kitchen, barely resembling an actual kitchen. We’ve got a fridge, oven and a gas stove. That’s about it, but we manage. I see the light of Dad’s TV reflecting in her eyes. In her tears. Fuck, she’s crying again.


“You listen to me and you listen to me good!” He’s stumbling around the table. Three feet. Don’t back off.


Two feet. One foot. I smell the booze coming out of his mouth and deep inside him.


Sticky, sweaty, rough. That’s how his hand feels on my wrist. They also feel familiar.


“School is for boys who don’t know how to get their hands dirty. For wimps. I will not have my son grow up to be a pussy.”


“Oh, so James a pussy? Is that right, Dad? Cause I’m pretty sure he goes to school, given he’s not having a puff somewhere downtown.” He doesn’t need to know, I’m the one he’s having a puff with. His grip tightens. Got him!


“You need to man up.” Way to avoid an argument.


“Man up and start living in the real world where real men do real work!”


Right, cause you’re the one providing for your kid and wife.


Not Mom switching workplaces to finance your addiction, hardly leaving any money for a proper meal.


“I’m not a man. Fuck, I’m thirteen. I’m a kid!”


Mom sobs. Why won’t she just get out of here? She locks eyes with me. I break the connection to lock eyes with Dad. Get your hand off me. I pull back and shake his arm off. He’s drunk, so I know he isn’t very tough and strong right now. Still, the slap that follows stings like Tiger Balm. Mom gasps. Say something or get the fuck out. But she doesn’t hear my thoughts.


“You will learn to be a man.” Don’t break eye contact.


Get on his level. Though I wouldn’t want to get so low.


“You’re fucking pathetic.” Have the last word. Jacket, keys, shoes.


“Where you goin’? Huh!?” Ignore. You had the last word.


“Well, you better not come back tonight!” I will, but you won’t know. By the time I’m back, you’ll be long passed out on the couch. I shoot Mom a look.


Apologetic, loving. She shoots back. Understanding, loving.


Close the door. Don’t bang it or he’ll come running after you. Given he’s still able to run.


It’s still early evening. Friday, meaning band-night at Hell’s Saddle, meaning Elaine is already at work. My savior. Though I might need to have a joint with James first and share the mutual hate towards my dad, though I never got why James has got something against him. Sometimes, I think he hates my dad more than I do. I like to imagine it’s because of his marks on me.


“Are you out of your mind?!” There you go. Speak up, Mom. If you won’t get out, then at least get involved.


The gravel is crunching underneath me. Jeffrey, our neighbor in the trailer next to us, is shouting at his dog.


“Stop barkin’ ye critter!” His Mastiff always wakes up the whole trailer park whenever there’s shouting coming out of our home sweet home. I know he’ll be at the bar later. Band-night’s his favorite. I also know he’s going to pretend he didn’t hear anything.


Whenever Mom works the bar after a fight, and Jeffrey’s there having his rounds of beer or playing security guard, he never mentions anything to anyone as long as it’s not urgent or critical. It’s just a matter of time till he comes over to throw a fist at Dad. Jeffrey’s a good guy after all.









Chapter Five


Dan’s never hurt Eve before. I’ve seen bruises on Abel a bunch of times before. Never on Eve. When I was eight, him nine, I was sitting at my favorite booth in the bar – the one closest to the door, so I could see who comes in or check the clock above the doorway – drawing a picture for Mom to hang up in the back. Tracing a green crayon over the white paper. It was still early, so there were no guests.


Mom had the jukebox quietly playing “Riders on the Storm” and was going through a list of the Whiskey delivery that came in this morning. This was way back, when I wasn’t yet called “Protector of The Jukebox”. Today, it’s my job to switch it on whenever a band is done performing or there is no band to begin with. I hold that responsibility very close to me.


Eve was looking through the bottles Mom brought in. Abel was in the booth behind me, leaning over my backrest and staring over my shoulder.


“Hey Pony!”


“Leave me alone.” I was even more annoyed with him back then. “Don’t you have a gang to hang out with?”


“They’re stupid.” He sounded unbothered by them, like the gang wasn’t a part of his life. I knew it was, though. I’ve seen them hanging around downtown, jumping from place to place like little bandits. And whenever he was with them, he was different. He did stuff he never would’ve done if he were alone.


He acted all tough and grown up. I’ve always hated it and I especially hate the fact that he still hangs out with James, Alan and Glen.


“Watcha doin’?”


“Drawing, can’t you see?”


“What’s that?” He pointed at the red orbs drawn between the branches of a thick and green tree. I looked at the spot his finger was pointing at, then his finger, his hand, his wrist and arm. And there it was.


Red and on display. It looked like one main big part, four thinner, longer parts on one side and another thin part on the other side.


“Pony?”


“Uh…they’re apples.”


“Hm. They’re too big.” He pulled his hand back.


“Well, this tree bears the biggest apples in all Folkspine’s surrounding.” I sounded like Dad saying it.


“Show me.” I turned around to face him. A bright smile spread from one side of his face to the other.


Just a kid.


“What?”


“Show me the tree. You said it’s near Folkspine.”


“No way! It’s my own special tree.” Mine and Dad’s.









Chapter Six


Go downstairs and join them in the kitchen.


“Mom?” She looks up at me standing on the last step.


“Honey! You’re awake. Your Dad and I were just-” “Talking?” I finish for her. Mom looks at Dad, Dad looks at me. His eyes are easier to read than hers, partly because he doesn’t try to hide his thoughts or feelings. Or just isn’t very good at it.


“You slept alright?” Way to avoid a conversation, Mom.


I nod, lying. When I finally managed to fall asleep, it didn’t last long. I woke up a bunch of times, turning from one side to the other or watching the moon through my window while trying to either ban the Brennan family from my mind or figure out what happened.


“There are still eggs on the stove. They’re cold, though.” Hence the lack of smell.


“Thanks, Mom.” I walk past my parents and instead of grabbing eggs from the stove, move over to the fridge, open it to grab the Sunny Delight and drink straight from the bottle.


“Sweetie, get yourself a glass.”


“Oh, come on, Elaine. This ain’t Hell’s Saddle. Let the kid drink from the bottle.”


Chug, chug, chug.


“Hell’s Saddle! What time- Twelve?!” Gotta work on my sunlight interpretation.


“I gotta go. I’ve a job interview.” She gives Dad a quick kiss on the lips.


“You’re applying for a job?” I question after swallowing.


“No, someone finally applied for Hell’s Saddle.


Thank God.” Thank You, Lord. Mom grabs her jacket from our coat stand, looks through the kitchen window to check the weather and quickly puts it back. Give the woman a break.


“Finish your eggs, will you?” Now it’s my turn for a kiss on the cheek.


“Yes, Sheriff, yes!” I salute. She fetches her purse from the kitchen counter right next to Dad’s old cowboy hat, opens the front door and lets it fall back into the lock with a bang.


As expected, silence fills the kitchen afterwards. Dad eyes me from the side and I give him the full high eyebrows, head-tilt look. In response, he claps his hands together.


“Well, the critters ain’t takin care of themselves, eh?


Gotta go, Squirrel.” This is a nickname I can happily live with.


“It’s twelve. You’ve got nothing to do till one. Since I live here too, I know your schedule, Dad.” Get up at five, check the barn and then the fence in case Trixie – our horse – kicked it broken again. If yes, take her to her stable in the barn so she doesn’t break out (she never does anyway, but Dad says you can never know what’s going on in that head of hers).


No matter what, feed Trixie, then Jewel. Follow by milking the mommas, feeding them and giving the calves their bottles. Once everyone’s fed and milked, fix the fence – if necessary. Then, move everyone over to the meadow. Empty barn equals time and space to clean out the dung. Load the dung, so the county’s other farmers can come get some for their fields. Then, go back to the meadow and check on Trixie. Clean out her stable and check for dung in the meadow. After that, do some other maintenance around the farm. Congratulations, you’ve got lunch break till one.


“Smart kid.” He nods with a proud smile, like I just recited the routine to him.


“So, what were you guys talking about?” I say as I move over to the stove to fill a plate with eggs and bread. I feel Dad’s eyes staring me in the back of my head, so I turn around to face him.


“Oh, come on. Please, Dad?”


“I really shouldn’t.” Normally, he would have given in by now. He isn’t exactly stubborn like Mom. I walk away from the stove, back to the fridge, fetch the ketchup and spread it in lines over my eggs.


“Besides, I think ya already know.” Dad continues.


“Well, I don’t.” The fridge closes, but I don’t sit down to eat my breakfast. I need to finish this conversation first.


“Well, what do ya know?” What do I know?


“I know that Eve came in last night looking worse than ever, that she’s been crying, Jeffrey knows something and Abel got slapped across the face.”


Dad’s eyes drop. He doesn’t like it when someone’s being upfront about “unholy topics” like that. Says it’s not nice for a good Christian to go around taking violence so lightly.


It is to one’s honor to avoid strife, but every fool is quick to quarrel.


Proverbs 20:3 I continue with my list. “And now, that Dan apparently hurt Eve too.” I can feel my tongue and throat drying out, so I take another sip from the Sunny Delight, cherishing it for a couple seconds before pushing it down my throat with a loud gulp.


“He can’t go to school.” Is all Dad says after a while.


“Well, yeah. He’s a grown man.” I respond.


“No. I mean Abel. He can’t go to school. Dan won’t let him.”


“That’s bullshit.” How have I never noticed? Abel kind of talks a lot – only after meet-ups with the gang involving pot or whatever they do – but he’s never shared any school stories. Besides, the school I go to is the only one in town and I have never seen Abel in the halls. But I do have the pleasure of passing James every once in a while.


“Alex.”


“No, Dad. It is bullshit.” He doesn’t argue and for a moment, we both just stare at each other.


“Yeah. It really is, Squirrel.”


“What did Eve say about it?”


“Said she’s too afraid of Dan to contradict. Said he thinks school is just for…not for men.” Meaning pussies.


“Can he do that? Like, legally forbid him to go to school.”


“Not sure, honestly. I’ve never had to check it, thank God.” He looks up at the ceiling. “Yesterday, Eve tried to talk some sense into that airhead of a father, though. First time she ever even addressed the whole school situation. And he…” He’s looking for a different word for slapped or punched or hit or pushed or whatever it is that Dan did. “Slipped up.”


Good one, Dad. God’s proud of you.


“Well, we could tell the Sheriff.” I remind him of what Mom said. “And Eve…” I try to wash down the frog in my throat with more juice.


“Just like ya Mom. And I love you both.” He gives me a pat on the head. “Which is exactly why I don’t want you two to get involved. That Brennan’s dangerous. I know how their minds work.” My thinking. Dad knows Dan from stories shared at Hell’s Saddle and then at home by Mom. And he knows the bar's history too. “I couldn’t forgive the Lord if anything ever happened to you.”


“I love you too, Dad.” Is all I answer.


“Can we drop it now? I’m getting’ sick.” He always does. Whenever anyone talks about violence, sex, drugs and whatever, he starts to physically get sick.


One time, he was over at Hell’s Saddle having a drink with one of his farmer friends. He told Dad about how he saw two guys fighting in an alley the week before. How one ended up with a smashed-in nose and the other with a broken rib. Dad had to get up and go puke in the toilet. Mom told me about it the next day at breakfast.


“No, really. You should have seen him. He looked like someone just punched him in the guts.” She let out a laugh.


“It’s not funny, Elaine. You know I can’t deal with stuff like that.”


“Yeah. We both know. Which is why we love you.”


She looked over at me and I smiled in agreement – and because it was kind of funny. Turns out the two guys were fighting because the one that ended up with the broken nose was gay and tried a move on the other. Dad went to church that day to ask the Lord to forgive the guy. Or that’s what he told me.


“Okay. Sorry, Dad.”


“It’s alright, Squirrel.” He offers me a one-sided smile and I return a full one.
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