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      I missed Mawmaw’s funeral ’cause I ruined the potatoes. I’d been watching the clouds gather, a soft rain falling as I wiped at my red eyes. I didn’t notice the milk had turned. Dumped that clotted mess right in the pot without checking, and there wasn’t enough to start again. Travis had watched from across the kitchen, his eyes hot coals, and I remember trying to swallow but my throat was dry, wedged shut.

      He went in my place, told ’em all I was too sad to even get out of bed. He relished recounting every detail of their disapproving tongue clicks and raised eyebrows; he lapped up every drop of my pain. I just wanted to say goodbye. At least she didn’t see my absence, unless the preacher’s right and she’s looking down, watching my every move. But Mawmaw would forgive me.

      Reality was he couldn’t let me be seen for a few days. Not ’til the twin black eyes resembled the tearstained troughs of an overdramatic granddaughter he’d painted to everyone at the service. At least he never hit me in the face again after that; too hard to hide. He settled for the places hidden under my thin cotton dresses, yellowed under the arms, that wear out as fast as I can make ’em.

      The only one who knew the truth was Pawpaw. He didn’t let his wife’s death stop him from his random check-ins, making sure I wasn’t getting into trouble when Travis was out trucking. He took one look at my black-rimmed eyes and fat lip; shook his head. He left right then and there.

      At least he left me alone for a while after that. He knew nobody’d be stepping out with a double-barreled bruise like me. Never trusted me that he’d raised an honest woman, even as strict as my grandparents were. What was all the whippin’ for if I had to be watched every minute of my life? If I’d learned anything, it’s that men never trust a woman any farther than they can throw her, which is hardly across the room, slammed into a wall, still thinking she’s about to run off with the first guy who looks her way.

      Without Mawmaw, the days crawled by on ragged knees, scorching dry and exhausted. She’d always been the one light in my life, a voice of reason against Pawpaw and even Travis. They often wouldn’t listen, but at least she tried. Without her, the visits from Pawpaw were swift and mean. He didn’t bring small treats, didn’t comb my hair and kiss my cheek, didn’t help fold the sheets while we listened to the songbirds. I now struggled with the sheets alone. Most days were lonely, just waiting for the sun to set so I could sleep again. When Travis was home, it wasn’t much better. He never had much nice to say.

      I was unpinning the laundry, the prickly dead grass poking the soles of my feet, when a truck pulled into the McCallum’s driveway. Now, right away I was curious, seeing as Eileen and George McCallum never had any visitors. They kept to themselves, barely acknowledging me when I gave a neighborly hello, so of course I was gonna nose around and find out who would be stopping by.

      A young woman got out of the truck, wild dark hair a mess around her shoulders, and I watched as she waved off the driver, holding a bright red suitcase pulled from the bed. Looked about my age, just out of school, but she’d obviously taken the opposite route of me. Tattoos scattered across her arms and wearing combat boots; she was definitely wild. A city girl. I wondered where she came from and couldn’t decide if I pitied, hated, or envied her. Maybe a little of each. There was also a spark of something not so dark and yet velvet black, a waft of musky perfume and satin sweet, but I nestled that feeling further back, letting it stay fuzzy and amorphous, out of sight.

      The girl marched right in without knocking, the screen door slapping behind her, and that was that. There wasn’t any commotion, so I went back to the laundry and forgot about her. It wasn’t until a couple days later, when I’d walked to the Dollar General and saw her again, that I even remembered her existence beyond just another worker in the fields. She was browsing the aisles as I gathered up the couple things I needed, and though I stole a few glimpses of her, I didn’t say a word. But as soon as I’d checked out, she caught up, right outside as the heat hit us both like a sticky open palm.

      “Chips, cleaning spray, and a toilet brush? That’s gotta be the strangest shopping trip I’ve ever seen.” The words were sharp, but her voice poured over me like slow rolling honey. The thick drawl surprised me, and I realized maybe I’d judged her too quick.

      “What do you mean?” I asked, face flaming with embarrassment and undeserved shame. “It was only what I needed. Is that so strange?”

      “I don’t know; guess it’s not.” She smirked and flitted around me like a gnat. “You live next door, don’t ya? What’s your name?”

      “Um, yeah, if you mean the brown house with the green door, that’s mine.” Something dropped in my stomach like a stone, sending ripples through my blood. “I’m Libby.”

      “Nice to meet you, Libby.” She grabbed my hand even though it’d just been dangling at my side. “I’m June.”

      I pulled my hand away by instinct but regretted it immediately. It felt surprisingly nice to be touched, not in the harsh, selfish way Travis did, but in a firm, yet gentle, way. One corner of my mouth pulled up in the faintest smile as I remembered how Mawmaw would grab my hands, pulling me along when she was excited to show me something, a newly finished embroidery or the first blossom that opened in her garden. June’s eager hands opened a door of memories that flooded forward; I struggled to close it and return to the moment.

      We walked for a while down the sidewalk, not talking but headed the same direction home. The air was humid, dewing up my skin and frizzing my hair. After almost tripping on a cracked bit of concrete, tufts of grass between the slabs catching my foot, I hissed a curse and June giggled. I wasn’t mad. Her laugh was nice, even with the little snort at the end.

      “So, you’re helping around the farm there, right?” I asked.

      “Sure. I needed some money and so they’re letting me work part time. Stay for free in the extra room, though it’s just a cot on the floor.”

      The way June shrugged, the sunlight seemed to slip off her bare shoulders, soaking into the faded tank top and adding a subtle glow to her skin. I realized I was staring and quickly looked ahead, careful not to trip again.

      “You live by yourself in that house?” she asked.

      “Nah, but sometimes it feels like it.” I laughed.  “Travis is always out truckin’ so he’s not home very much.”

      “You work?”

      “Oh, no, Travis would never want me to. He works hard and makes good money. He likes me to stay home and keep it tidy. I grow some of our food in the garden, and sometimes I sell pies and cookies, but mostly I’m just a housewife. That’s what makes him happy.”

      I tried to smile but found the corners of my mouth wouldn’t cooperate. June furrowed her brows.

      “Kids?”

      “No, not yet. Thank God.” I straightened at the slip, charged with a cold like an icicle down my spine. Stumbling over my tongue, I added, “But I’m sure we’ll be blessed soon enough. Travis always wanted a big family.”

      June just raised her eyebrow and nodded, the ghost of a smirk still on her lips.

      “Say, what’re you up to today? Besides laundry and bullshit like that,” she asked.

      “Guess nothing much.”

      “Well, today’s my day off and I got a joint and bottle of Jim, if you wanna hang out.” Her eyes shimmered like an asphalt mirage.

      “Okay,” I said before I had time to second-guess myself.
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