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For Wes, the love of my life.

 


One: Unanswered Prayers

EDGEWOOD, SOUTH CAROLINA

1980

 

God didn’t answer my prayers and bring the Rapture on Labor Day, so I had to start tenth grade after all. I stepped in front of the mirror to assess my new back-to-school outfit. I hated it. I’d begged Momma to buy me the alligator shirt from Belk’s, which really cost her a lot, but did it have to hug my body so much? I tried stretching it out, but it would only stretch so far. I thought I’d look like Tom Selleck with his big veiny arms. Instead, I looked like the Pillsbury Doughboy. I was trying to flex my chest when Momma walked in.

“Honey, get a move on. We have to be out the door in fifteen minutes, and you haven’t even touched your Pop-Tarts.”

“Momma, I think I need to change clothes.”

“What are you talking about?” she asked as she pulled and tugged on my shirt. “This is what you wanted. You look very handsome.”

“But it fits so close.”

“Timmy, I have told you time and again you’re not fat. It’s all in your head. You are absolutely average on the height and weight scale and exactly where you need to be at fifteen.” She patted my tummy, causing me to suck in. “You’ll lose that little bit of pudge in no time in gym class.”

My heart sank at the thought of gym class, and I almost lost my appetite for Pop-Tarts. Almost. Momma smoothed down my cowlick at the kitchen table as I bit into the brown sugar cinnamon pastry.

“Thank goodness you inherited the Ashburn hair,” she said. “Such a beautiful chestnut brown and such a noble hairline. It’s a sign of your aristocratic heritage, you know, on my side of the family. All the Ashburn men had beautiful hairlines. Thank goodness you take after me and don’t have your daddy’s stringy mess.”

I guessed my hairline was okay, but my new haircut was way too short. Daddy had taken me to get it cut only after Momma called him ten times to remind him. He and Momma got divorced when I was two, and it was always weird when he came by, which wasn’t often. Naturally, he took me to the awful old barbershop next to the pool hall instead of the new unisex salon in the Augusta Mall I was secretly hoping for. He told the barber to “buzz it” and then went next door for a beer. I managed to talk the barber into keeping a little length, but not much.

“Now go brush your teeth quick as a bunny rabbit,” said Momma. “Carleen’s mother called this morning and said her car’s not running and could I run by and pick her up for school. So, we have no time.”

Carleen’s house was across the tracks, and I knew Momma didn’t like going over there, but Carleen had been my best friend since kindergarten. Actually, you could say she was my only friend. She was the only one I talked to for hours on the phone at night; the only one I hung out with after school; the only one to ever invite me to a sleepover, which Momma had never allowed me to do since boy-girl sleepovers just weren’t done. I hadn’t seen her all summer because she’d been working at her grandparents’ peach farm. I was glad we’d be going to school together on the first day. I needed my friend with me.

We pulled in front of the house, and Carleen came right out.

“Good Lord, Carleen’s put on even more weight this summer,” said Momma.

Momma was right. Carleen had always been the biggest girl in class, and she wasn’t getting any smaller. I recognized her smock top from last year. A smock top was supposed to fit loose, but hers pulled in all the wrong places.

“Hey, Carleen,” said Momma as Carleen got in the car. “You sure do look pretty for your first day of school.”

“Thank you, Mrs. Thompson,” said Carleen. I waited for an eye roll, but she just smiled at Momma like she really believed it. I looked at her more closely, and there was something different about her. Was it confidence? If so, it was new. Was that lip gloss she was wearing?

“Hey, Timmy, did you hear we’re getting a new boy in our class this year?”

“No,” I said, dreading the addition of another redneck bubba to the roster.

“They say he’s from California and he’s real cute.”

“Really? California?” said Momma. “What’s he doing here?”

“I think his momma’s people are here. He’s related to all those Herlongs.”

“Does that explain the lip gloss?”

“Timmy, don’t be rude,” said Momma.

“I just wanted to look pretty for the first day of school,” replied Carleen.

“And you do,” said Momma.

When Momma pulled up in front of Patriot Christian, Carleen looked me square in the eye and gave me a big smile and a thumbs-up.

“Come on, Timmy. We’re gonna rule the school in tenth grade. Let’s do it.”

 

AS SOON AS she drove off, Carleen pulled me behind the crepe myrtles.

“I gotta tell you what happened to me this summer. You’re the only one I’m telling, so you gotta swear to keep it secret.”

“You know I don’t swear, but I won’t tell. What is it?”

“Brace yourself. Are you braced? This is big. Real big.”

I put my hand on the tree trunk. “I’m braced. Carleen, what on earth happened?”

“I lost it. With a guy. We did the nasty.”

“The nasty what?”

“The nasty. You know.” She made a thrusting motion with her hips.

“You went dancing?”

“Jesus, Timmy, you are so dense. We bumped boots. Played hide the sausage. Made the beast with two backs. Ya get it?”

I shook my head in confusion. The bell was ringing, so we needed to go. “You shouldn’t use the Lord’s name in vain, and no, I don’t get it. Just say it in plain English.”

“I got screwed; now do you understand? S-E-X. His name is Juan.”

Thank goodness I was braced because I almost fell over. Was that why she was suddenly so confident? Did that explain the lip gloss? Who was Juan? I didn’t know any Juan.

“Carleen,” I whispered. “Do you mean intercourse? We’re too young for that stuff.”

“We didn’t have intercourse. I had intercourse, and it was great.”

“I don’t believe you.”

Just then, Mrs. Morgan came striding down the walk toward us.

“Children— Why aren’t you in assembly? It starts in thirty seconds. March!”


Two: The New Kid

THE BLEACHERS WERE full of kids settling down for assembly, and Carleen and I were the last two in the gym. I was scanning the crowd looking for two empty spaces when I laid eyes on him for the first time. The new boy. He stopped me in my tracks. He had feathered hair, longer than any of the other boys—like Jon on CHiPs, only a beautiful shade of auburn instead of blond. He had green eyes the color of Sprite bottles. He wore a golf shirt with short ribbed sleeves like mine, only his had a polo player on it instead of an alligator. His biceps weren’t as big as Jon’s, but he had them, unlike me, and there was a little vein running through each one. He was sitting in the front row, a space or two from the next kid, and was looking straight ahead at Mrs. Holt mounting the podium. He wasn’t like any of the boys around here. He wasn’t like any boy I had ever seen before in my life. My pulse started pounding. I felt flushed. Why was I feeling flushed?

Carleen elbowed me in the ribs and whispered, “He’s a fox.” Then she pulled me over to two spaces on the front row, at the other end from the new boy. The pounding in my chest began to slow.

After the assembly started, Carleen elbowed me again because Mrs. Holt was glaring at me. I realized I was the only one not singing “Jesus Loves Me” because I was trying to spy the new boy with my peripheral vision.

I joined the singing on the last line: “For the Bible tells me so.”

“Nice of you to join us, Timmy Thompson,” Mrs. Holt said in front of the entire assembly. Everybody laughed. Only twenty minutes into tenth grade and already I wanted to crawl under the bleachers and die.

Mrs. Holt shook her head at me and addressed everyone. “Welcome back to Patriot Christian Academy, Christian Soldiers! If y’all work hard and praise His name daily, you will have a rewarding year, and we’ll send another class of seniors off to conquer the world.”

She paused and looked around at us, her half-rimmed glasses perched on the end of her nose. Carleen squirmed in her seat.

“All right, boys and girls, everyone proceed in an orderly fashion to your first period. Teachers? Take charge.”

Mrs. Morgan stood and beckoned us tenth graders to follow her to first period. She moved in a brisk march, her crepe-soled shoes squeaking as everyone in the class sprinted to keep up.

“Move with a purpose, children.”

It was her favorite phrase.

“Move with a purpose. Two by two, that’s right. Keep an orderly line.”

Mrs. Morgan had taught us sixth-grade English, seventh-grade American history, and she would now be teaching tenth-grade Good Citizenship. Patriot Christian didn’t have a whole lot of teachers, so they had to double up. Mrs. Means taught math and art, which seemed kind of weird, and Coach Duggins taught driver’s ed and South Carolina history, which seemed weirder.

Mrs. Morgan was shaped like a top and walked like a penguin. I thought if I pulled a string off one of her pastel mix and match pantsuits, she’d spin around until she fell over. I choked back a giggle.

“Did you see the new boy? He’s so cute,” said Carleen, walking beside me. Carleen had a way of whispering so her lips didn’t move and nobody knew it was her speaking.

“We’re not supposed to talk in line,” I whispered.

“Do I hear talking in line?” said Mrs. Morgan, on cue. She always heard me but never Carleen.

“Old Lady’s not gonna tell me what to do,” whispered Carleen. I could barely hear her, but I was shocked just the same. When did Carleen start saying stuff like “Old Lady” when she was talking about our teachers? And why did I feel annoyed that Carleen called the new boy cute?

We got to our classroom, and each desk had a name written on masking tape and a new book titled Good Citizenship in the United States of America, published by the United Daughters of the Confederacy. On the cover were pictures of George Washington and Robert E. Lee with crossed Confederate and American flags. Carleen sat right behind me, and the new boy sat on my right.

Carleen immediately passed me a note that said, I want to screw him. I was shocked again. Hadn’t she screwed enough? I looked up in panic and saw Mrs. Morgan was busy at the blackboard, so I quickly stuffed the note between the pages of Good Citizenship. When I caught my breath, I used my peripheral vision again to see what the new boy was doing. He was looking straight at me. I turned away fast.

Mrs. Morgan began speaking. “Welcome to tenth grade. You’re out of the baby grades now. That means it’s time to buckle down and work hard so you can graduate with the class of ’83. Let’s get to it. Who can tell me the answer to this question…”

She droned on with her question, but I wasn’t listening. The new boy had his elbows on his desk and was looking forward. He reached his right hand over and slowly ran it up his left upper arm, under the ribbed shirtsleeve. He held it there, caressing his bicep. I couldn’t take my eyes off him.

“Timmy Thompson! Pay attention,” said Mrs. Morgan.

She rapped her wooden pointer on her desk.

“I don’t know what you’ve been doing with yourself all summer, but you’re back in school now. It’s time to straighten up and get serious. Now that I have your attention, perhaps you would like to answer my question?”

The new boy stopped stroking his arm and turned to watch me. I looked straight at the teacher.

“Well, young man? We’re waiting. I asked a question, and I expect an answer. I was addressing a very important topic.”

She folded her arms and tapped her crepe-soled shoe. Since I didn’t know what the question was, I sure didn’t know the answer. I sat there for what seemed like forever as everyone stared at me. The only sound was Mrs. Morgan’s sensible toe tapping.

Finally, Kimberly Ann Mingees stuck her hand in the air. “I know the answer, Mrs. Morgan!”

“I know you do, Kimberly Ann,” said Mrs. Morgan. “And don’t blurt it out. I’m sure you were listening, unlike Timmy, here. Well, Timmy? Kimberly Ann’s not going to give you the answer. The whole class is waiting for you.”

I had no idea what to say, so I blurted out the all-purpose answer for Patriot Christian Academy.

“John 3:16?”

Everybody laughed except the new boy who just looked confused. Mrs. Morgan threw up her hands.

“First day of school and you’re already daydreaming. You’d better get your head out of the clouds and buckle down, young man. Idle hands are the devil’s workshop. Remember that. Kimberly Ann, please inform Timmy what the question was and answer it.”

I sank in my seat and fixed my eyes on a spot on my desk while Kimberly Ann stood up.

“The question was, what is the greatest duty of a Christian citizen in an election year such as this one? The answer is, the greatest duty of a Christian citizen is to vote for a Christian candidate like Ronald Reagan. That’s what Jesus would want.”

She sat down.

“Very good, Kimberly Ann,” said Mrs. Morgan. “It’s nice to see someone came to school ready to learn.”

Kimberly Ann flipped her long blonde hair behind her shoulder and clasped her hands on her desk, a small smile on her lips.

I hated Kimberly Ann.

Then, I suddenly realized how to redeem myself with Mrs. Morgan, so I raised my hand.

“Jimmy Carter’s a Christian, and my aunt Melanie is voting for him, so she’s doing her duty as a Christian. Is that what you mean?”

“Absolutely not!” said Mrs. Morgan. “All those race-mixing ideas of his are certainly not Christian. Deuteronomy 7:3. Then there’s all his un-Christian ideas about money and such. I know he goes to a Baptist church, or at least he says so. Maybe Georgia Baptists don’t think the same way as us South Carolina Baptists, but a good Christian politician is first and foremost a good steward of the economy. Do you know what I mean by the word steward, class? It means to take care of. The president takes care of the nation’s economy for us. Wealth must be protected for those who work hard and earn it. Why, Jimmy Carter wants to give it all away to all the lazy types who expect a handout, and they’ll all be voting too—don’t you doubt it. And don’t even get me started on that trashy brother of his, hanging around a gas station drinking beer all the time.”

I sank back in my desk.

“Well, enough of that because I have somebody to introduce. We have a new boy in class this year. Let’s all welcome Doug Appleby. Stand up, Doug.”

The new boy stood and put his hands in his pockets. He looked around the class and met my eyes for a moment. My underarms went damp.

“Doug has come to us all the way from California.”

California! But it was so far away. How did he get all the way over here? I bet California was the most perfect place to live.

Mrs. Morgan rolled down the map of the United States that was mounted above the blackboard.

“Doug, why don’t you come up and show us exactly where you came from.”

Doug walked to the map. Mrs. Morgan handed him her pointer, and he placed it on California.

“Southern California, LA,” he mumbled, then went back to his seat, leaving the pointer on the teacher’s desk.

“LA stands for Los Angeles, class,” said Mrs. Morgan. She pronounced Los Angeles as “Laws Angie-lees.” “It’s a great big city all the way across the country on the Pacific Ocean. It’s near Hollywood.”

She picked up a pointer from the chalk tray and slid it across the map from South Carolina to the Pacific coast.

“I’m sure LA, as he calls it, is glamorous and exciting, but I know Doug is glad to be here in South Carolina with good folks and small-town values, aren’t you, Doug?”

She smiled and nodded at Doug, waiting on him to agree. He stared back in silence.

She pressed on.

“He’s only lived here for a week, and this is his first time ever in South Carolina, even though this is where his people are. So, let’s show him what true Southern hospitality is all about, all right, class?”

She started clapping. The entire class joined in. Doug stared at his shoes while we applauded him for coming to Patriot Christian.

As the applause died off, something occurred to me: If Doug Appleby sits beside me in this class, he’s probably going to sit beside me in every class. Oh my gosh, if he’s going to sit next to me in every class, we could be like study buddies or trade notes or if he loses his pencil, I could give him one or if I wear down my eraser, I could borrow his or we could talk about what we’re going to do next weekend or how much homework we have or we could meet up after school and plan our outfits for the week…


Three: I Don’t Think Boys are Good-Looking

THE BELL RANG, and we all gathered our books and filed out of Good Citizenship for Math. In the hallway, Jimbo Abernathy bumped me, knocking my books out of my hands.

“Smooth move, ExLax.” He smelled like cigarettes and red clay.

The entire hall full of kids laughed. Carleen helped me pick up my books, and we went to math class.

“Screw those dummies,” she whispered to me. “They don’t matter.”

It made me feel better, but I would have to have a talk with her about her new potty mouth.

In Math, Doug sat beside me, just like in Good Citizenship, but I was too humiliated to use my peripheral vision again. I just stared straight ahead and tried to make myself as invisible as possible. Even so, I couldn’t concentrate on the equations Mrs. Means was scrawling across the blackboard. Doug must have seen Jimbo knock my books out of my hands. How could he miss it? Now, he knew how I was treated at school. I felt really sad he saw that before I had a chance to meet him and become his new best friend. He’d see me as a nerd and a nobody like everybody else did.

At lunch, Carleen and I filed into the cafeteria at the back of the crowd. Doug was way ahead of us in line, and I watched as he took his tray to the empty end of a long table. At the other end sat a group of cool boys from the JV football team. They looked at him and snickered, but he didn’t seem to notice.

Carleen and I bought our Mountain Dews and did the same thing we always did last year: we sat at the empty end of the teachers’ table and ate our sandwiches from home. I tried, but I couldn’t keep my eyes off Doug for long.

“Stop it,” said Carleen.

“What?”

“You’re staring at the new boy, and he’s gonna notice.”

“I am not. I’m just looking around.”

I focused on my pimento cheese sandwich, banana, and baggie of Ruffles Momma had packed.

“You just gotta be careful, or people will talk. This is tenth grade now. The big time. Senior high.”

Suddenly, all eyes turned as Kimberly Ann made her entrance into the cafeteria, fashionably late, as always. She probably stopped by the girl’s room first to poof her hair to perfection. She was wearing a flouncy pink skirt and a jean jacket with flower patches on it. It was a bit much for my classic taste, but it was way ahead of the fashion curve for Edgewood. I figured girls dressed like that in big cities like Columbia, which was probably where she got the outfit. All the girls at Patriot Christian would probably start sewing flower patches all over themselves now. Then Kimberly Ann would stop wearing them.

Trailing Kimberly Ann were Lisa and Kathy, who’d never been her best friends before. Last year, she was always with Patti Ann and Jaime Ann, but they were already in the cafeteria, sitting a few tables away, staring at Kimberly Ann’s entrance and not touching their lunch.

“What happened to Patti Ann and Jaime Ann, and what’s up with Lisa and Kathy?” I asked Carleen.

“Haven’t you heard? Lisa and Kathy are new-new Anns. They want to be called Lisa Ann and Kathy Ann now, and their middle names aren’t even Ann. I guess Patti Ann and Jaime Ann are now just plain old Patti and Jaime again.”

“What happened?” I asked.

“I can’t believe you didn’t hear. It all happened at the country club dance over the Fourth of July. Debbie Abernathy, my second cousin twice removed, was bartending. You know Debbie, right?”

I nodded. I didn’t like Debbie or her white trash family. She and Jimbo were first cousins, so I tried to avoid both of them.

“I know who she is.”

“So, the day after the dance, Debbie came over to hang out with Momma ’cause she knows she can always find cigarettes and beer at our place, and she got about three beers in and started running her mouth. I overheard everything. It turned out Kimberly Ann started dating this boy named Kent or Ken or something. Anyway, he’s a state senator’s son from Greenwood and totally rich. Cute too, if you like them clean-cut and brain-dead. Anyway, all those rich kids had brought flasks from home and were getting totally wasted. Kimberly Ann was ignoring Patti Ann and Jaime Ann because there were all these older sorority girls there from Clemson, and Kimberly Ann was kissing up like crazy because she’s already planning which snooty-pants sorority she’s going to join when she goes to college. Anyway, some Susie Sorority took Kimberly Ann to the bathroom to hold her hair while she threw up, and they were gone for a while.

“Eww, gross.”

“It’s what rich girls do. They throw up. That’s how they stay skinny. When they finally came out, guess who was dancing with Kent-slash-Ken? Jaime Ann. And I don’t just mean dancing, I mean grinding and playing tonsil hockey. They were practically doing it on the dance floor.”

“What’s tonsil hockey?”

Carleen rolled her eyes. “French kissing. Don’t you know anything? Jaime Ann was practically choking Kent-slash-Ken with her tongue.”

“It sounds disgusting.”

“It’s not really, but back to the story. Kimberly Ann was so totally pissed off—”

“Carleen! Watch your mouth. You’ll get expelled for profanity.” I nodded toward the teachers, who were deep in conversation.

“They’re not paying attention to me. Are you gonna let me finish my story?”

She didn’t wait for an answer before plunging back in. “Kimberly Ann was so…upset…” She rolled her eyes again. “She was so pissed that she ran over to them and grabbed Jaime Ann away from that boy so hard they both fell on the floor, and Jaime Ann started kicking and scratching and pulling hair, and then Patti Ann joined in, and it took four guys to pull them apart. Then, Jaime Ann and Patti Ann started yelling at Kimberly Ann, saying she was mean to them and had ignored them all night, and they were tired of being treated like her servants.”

“Took them long enough to figure it out,” I said.

“Kimberly Ann stood up straight, fluffed out her hair, and declared in front of God and everybody at the country club that Jaime Ann and Patti Ann were no longer her friends, and they could no longer use the name Ann. Then she told country club security that those girls were trespassing, and they escorted them out. They had to walk miles back to town because they rode with Kimberly Ann and that boy.”

“Oh my gosh. I bet they were in heels and everything.”

“The next Saturday, Kimberly Ann was seen at the country club pool with Lisa and Kathy, who were her newly crowned Anns. They spent most of the summer there, fetching Cokes and suntan lotion for Miss Priss.”

“Speak of the devil,” I whispered as quietly as I could as Kimberly Ann and the Anns were about to walk past our table. Kimberly Ann never looked in our direction, of course, but Lisa Ann cut her eyes toward Carleen and said, “Great top. Is it from Omar the tent maker?”

Carleen flushed and said, “Hey, Lisa, why bother eating that when you’re just going to throw it up in ten minutes?”

“Maybe you should try it, fatty,” said Kathy Ann.

Anger flew all over me. “You’re just mean. Carleen’s never done anything to you.”

“So?” said Kathy Ann, and she and Patti Ann laughed.

“Hurry up,” said Kimberly Ann. “Quit wasting time with those two.” They all sat at the table with the football players, the same table where Doug sat alone at the end. Kimberly Ann looked Doug up and down as she sat, but Doug didn’t seem to notice. He was looking at me. I wished I’d come up with something smart and clever to say to Kathy Ann. Doug probably thought I was a total space cadet.

“I hate those girls,” said Carleen. “They think they’re so much better than the rest of us just because they’re skinny and stuff. Thanks for taking up for me, pal.”

“Kathy Ann used to be nice. I remember in eighth grade when we dissected a frog together and she was kind of my friend for a little while.”

“It’s all right. Just you wait. Those three are going to wish they never tangled with Carleen and Timmy. By the end of the year, we’re gonna be the popular table. We’ll be the cool kids, and those three toothpicks will be begging to sit with us.”

I looked at her, wondering how on earth she thought we were going to make it happen.

“Even Kimberly Ann?” I asked.

“Screw her,” Carleen said way too loud. “She’ll beg all right, but I’ll make her sit with the nerds.”

Carleen clinked my Mountain Dew bottle with hers and took a big swig.

“Momma wouldn’t like it if she knew we were talking about Kimberly Ann. She just loves her. She’s always talking about what a fine young lady she is and all the good works she does at First Baptist.”

“Everybody’s mother loves Kimberly Ann. She snows them, but she’s a real bitch.”

“Carleen! You shouldn’t say those words. Say a quick prayer so Jesus’ll forgive you.”

Carleen held her hand up, palm forward.

“Forgive me Jesus, for I spake the truth. Come on; let’s go to the library. Miss Ouzts will be wondering where we are.”

Carleen had been helping reshelve books since fifth grade and convinced the librarian, Miss Ouzts, to let me help out too during break. I always looked forward to break in the library with Carleen, and I wanted to talk about the new boy now that we were away from all those nosey kids in the lunchroom.

Carleen rolled up a cart of books. As I grabbed one to put on the shelf, I asked, trying to sound casual, “So, do you really think the new boy’s cute?”

“You mean the one you keep staring at?” Carleen asked.

“I do not stare at him.”

“You do and you’re right. He’s like, super cute.”

“I didn’t mean I thought he was cute,” I said. “I just wanted to know what you thought. He seems nice, I guess. I like his hair.”

“Eww. You’re not supposed to notice a boy’s hair.” Carleen pulled Reese’s Cups out of her purse.

She looked around to make sure Miss Ouzts was away from her desk, then opened the package and gave me one. There was no eating in the library, but Carleen always managed to sneak a Reese’s Cup for dessert after lunch. Sometimes two.

“Why can’t I notice a boy’s hair?”

“It’s weird,” she declared.

“For the umpteenth time, I don’t notice cute boys, I only notice cute girls. I only said I liked his hair because it’s auburn, like my mother’s, that’s all. I like auburn hair. Tina Louise has auburn hair. I like Tina Louise. She’s a real fox—don’t you think?”

Carleen put another book on the shelf. “Tina Louise is like a hundred years old. Don’t you know those Gilligan’s Island shows are reruns? They’re from like ten years ago when we were little kids. I suppose you like Mrs. Howell, too? Oh, she’s so foxy.”

She laughed at her own joke. I grabbed another stack of books to shelve and pretended like I didn’t hear her.

“Anyway,” she said, “you’re just not supposed to like a boy’s hair. It’s sissified. You don’t want people talking about you being sissified. We’re in tenth grade now.”

“I’m not sissified.” I said, too loud for the library.

“Hurry up and eat your Reese’s. Miss Ouzts will be back any minute.”

I popped the whole Reese’s in my mouth, and we shelved books in silence for a few minutes.

“Do you really want to screw him?” I asked.

“You mean Doug?”

“Yeah.”

“Of course I do; he’s sexy.”

I thought about this a few minutes while I shelved some more books.

“Why do you think Doug is sexy?” I asked.

“Wouldn’t you like to know…”

“No, not really,” I said. “I’m just making conversation.”

Carleen put down her books and turned to me. “Well, first of all, have you seen those biceps? He’s got veins popping right out of ’em.”

“I know. How did he get those? I bet he uses barbells and stuff.”

“Then there’s his hair. Wouldn’t you just love to run your hands through it?”

“Yeah,” I said, with a slight sigh.

“Ah-hah!” said Carleen. “You do notice cute guys!”

“I do not! I just like his hair is all.”

“All right then, prove it. Name a sexy girl. Who would you want to do it with?”

“I think Kate Jackson is sexy,” I said.

“Oh, gross. Kate Jackson isn’t sexy. Jaclyn Smith is sexy. Why do you think they put her in the bikinis all the time while Kate wears turtlenecks? Don’t you know anything? God, you’re so dumb.”

“You shouldn’t say God, and besides, girls aren’t supposed to say other girls are sexy.”

“Yes, we can,” said Carleen. “Boys aren’t supposed to notice when other boys are sexy, but a girl can say it about another girl. It doesn’t mean anything when a girl says it.”

“Why not? I think Jon and Ponch on CHiPs are sexy,” I said. “It doesn’t mean I want to screw them. I only want to screw Kate Jackson or Jaclyn Smith. Tom Selleck is sexy too. It’s okay to recognize that a man is good-looking.”

“No, it’s not. Boys can’t say that. Stop saying it. Besides, Tom Selleck is too hairy. He’s just gross.”

I didn’t think Tom’s hairiness was gross, but I decided to keep that to myself.

“Well, anyway, you can’t screw Doug,” I said.

“Why not?”

“Because, apparently, you already have a boyfriend. What did you call him? Juan?”

“That’s right. His name is Juan.”

“There’s nobody at Patriot Christian named Juan. Does he go to the public school?”

“He’s done with school. He’s twenty-five years old.”

I was stunned. “Twenty-five? I still don’t believe you. You’re making all this stuff up.”

“It’s all true. We did it a lot. The first time was behind the peach shed.”

“On the ground? With like ants and chiggers?”

“He put his shirt down for me to lay on.”

“Well, that’s just great. For a minute, I was afraid he wasn’t a gentleman.”

“Honey, I wasn’t looking for no gentleman. I was looking for a hot guy to do it with.”

“So, where is this guy? I’ve never heard of anybody in Edgewood named Juan.”

“He’s not from here. He’s from Texas, and he moved on after peach season. He’ll be back next year.”

“He’s in Texas? How convenient. Carleen, have you forgotten your boyfriend in Canada who you made up in eighth grade? Now you expect me to believe you’ve got one in Texas?”

“Okay, I admit I made up Barkley in Canada, but I was just a kid then. Juan’s real. He writes me letters from Texas. I’ll show you one sometime. He’s gonna be so jealous when he finds out about Doug.”

“Why is he gonna be jealous about Doug?”

“Because I’m gonna tell him about this cute new boy who flirts with me.”

“Doug does not flirt with you.” I said, louder than I meant to.

“He will. Just you wait. Break is almost over, and I need to fix my face before English.”

I rolled my eyes as she opened her purse and pulled out a tube of Bonne Bell Dr. Pepper lip gloss.

“Does that stuff really taste like Dr. Pepper?”

“Pretty much. Want some?” She reached over like she was going to put lip gloss on me. I shrieked like a girl, and my face went beet red.

“Quiet in the library,” said Mrs. Ouzts, who had apparently returned while we were talking.

“Just put some on my finger,” I said. Carleen smeared a bit of pink on my finger, and I tasted it. “It tastes like flat Dr. Pepper mixed with wax. I wouldn’t put it on my mouth.”

“You’d be surprised what you’d put in your mouth when you have a boyfriend,” said Carleen.

“Carleen, you’re gross.”

The bell rang, and we headed off to English class.

 

DOUG SAT BESIDE ME again in English. I couldn’t help looking at him, this time taking in the gentle waves of his hair. He had a really great cut, and I was a little jealous. It was feathered perfectly. I wondered if his mother took him to the unisex salon at the Augusta Mall, or if he got it done in California before he left. I thrilled at the possibility of a real Hollywood haircut.

By this point, I was out-and-out staring at him as Mrs. Rogers talked about gerunds or something. I only came out of my fog when he turned and met my eyes. I had never seen eyes like his before, so green and clear. Sprite bottles didn’t really describe them after all. Up close they looked like peridots, my birthstone. They were green with the slightest hint of gold. They were perfect.

The bell rang and broke the spell. They were letting us out early since it was the first day. Doug walked out by himself and glanced at me once more before exiting the classroom. I walked with Carleen out to the front and looked for Momma’s Catalina. Carleen’s momma, Mrs. Hightower, was waiting in her dented Dart.

“I see Momma got the car running again. See you tomorrow, Timmy,” said Carleen.

Mrs. Hightower rolled down the window and asked, “Timmy, is your momma here? You want a ride?”

Just then, the big red tow truck from Everette’s Amoco roared into the parking lot, belching smoke and pulling an old Plymouth station wagon. It had Lil’ Ole Tow Truck painted in big old-timey letters on the side. It was Daddy. Why was Daddy here? Where was Momma? Why was he driving that contraption?

Daddy pulled up to the curb and honked. His hair was freshly buzzed, and the ever-present cigarette dangled between his lips. He was the only adult I knew who would smoke an entire cigarette without ever taking it out of his mouth. He always smelled of smoke and ash.

I looked around. Of course, Kimberly Ann and the Anns were standing nearby, staring and giggling at the rumbling wrecker. I dashed over and climbed in. The radio was blaring some sort of twangy country music.

“She can put her shoes under my bed anytime…”

My humiliation was complete.

I climbed in. There was a Playboy air freshener with a picture of a topless lady hanging from the rearview mirror, and it wasn’t doing its job. The cab smelled like grease and sweat and cigarettes. Of course, there was no air-conditioning in the ancient thing, so I started sweating heavy in my new school clothes.

“Your momma called and said court was running late or somethin’ and she had to stay at work. Said she’d be home a little after six.” He was yelling over the radio and engine noise. “I told her I don’t have time to do this. I have to get this Plymouth to the Amoco, and I got another call out in Modoc.”

“Sorry, Daddy.”

As we pulled onto the road, I could see Kimberly Ann on the sidewalk watching us. She was waving a little piece of paper in her hand as the Anns giggled. I didn’t know what it was about, but I sank down in my seat.

Daddy and I rode in silence for a while. The one country song I liked, Crystal Gayle’s “Talking in Your Sleep,” came on. Naturally, Daddy hated the song and mashed the buttons until he could find something horrible and common. “Take This Job and Shove It” was right up his alley, and he cranked it up and sang along.

We didn’t talk anymore until we pulled up in front of the house and he killed the engine. “Your momma’s afraid of you being alone in the house all afternoon. She told me to get your aunt Melanie to come sit with you. I’ll call her when I get back at Everett’s. I think you’re old enough to be left alone for a few hours. Hell, a boy needs time alone, you know?”

I nodded, embarrassed.

“I’ll call Melanie, though. I will—don’t look at me like that. It might take her a while to show up, so don’t tell your momma I left you alone, okay? I gotta get back to the station then go clear out to Modoc.”

I nodded.

He paused and said, “Don’t fill up on Ding Dongs or whatever crap your momma lets you eat. You eat too much crap. You’re gettin’ fat.”

I told him I wouldn’t. He kept staring out the windshield. I kept my hand on the door handle, unsure if I should go or not. “I bet you got some of your MeeMaw’s caramel cake in there, don’t you? Or chocolate?”

I didn’t say anything.

“She’s always baking somethin’, ain’t she? The woman knows how to bake.”

“MeeMaw died, Daddy, last year. You don’t remember?”

“Oh yeah, right, right. Sure, I remember. I just got a lot on my mind is all. Gotta go clear out to Modoc after I drop off this Plymouth.”

He paused for a minute, looking out the windshield.

“Your momma doing all right? Is she missing her momma?”

“Momma’s doing all right. She can bake MeeMaw’s caramel cake just like MeeMaw did. Well, almost like MeeMaw did. Aunt Melanie helps. They baked one this weekend. We still have most of it. We only ate a few pieces.”

Daddy turned to me. “Yeah? Your momma can bake a caramel cake?” He laughed a little. “I never would have thought it. When we was married, she couldn’t make toast.”

He laughed again, and I joined him. He turned to look back out the windshield.

“Don’t eat all the cake just because you’re on your own. Your momma let you get real fat over the summer. Now go on in, do your homework or whatever you have to do, and don’t get in any trouble till I can get Melanie over here.”

I opened the door and climbed down from the big cab. Before I closed it, I turned to him and asked, “You want some?”

“Some of what?”

“Some of Momma’s caramel cake. There’s a ton left. You could come in and have some, or I could get you some and bring it out to you.”

He looked at me and then put the truck in gear. “Naw, man, I gotta go to work—don’t you listen? I got to drop off this Plymouth. Now git so I can go back to work.”

I shut the door and watched the Lil’ Ole Tow Truck roar off.


Four: The Hostess with the Mostest

I WATCHED DADDY’S truck until it was gone, then walked toward our red brick ranch house with banks of pink azaleas in the beds. They were so beautiful in the spring when they bloomed. Nothing was blooming right now in this heat, but the camellias would start when the weather cooled down a little.

I was on my own until six o’clock. Daddy would never remember to call Aunt Melanie. I went into the house, back to my bedroom, and took off my shoes, socks, pants, and shirt. I walked to the kitchen in my underpants and undershirt. There was a fresh pitcher of tea in the fridge, so I poured myself a glass.

I wandered into the dining room and stood before the china cabinet. Momma had inherited all of MeeMaw’s china and silver, and I loved looking at it. “It’ll be yours one day,” Momma had told me several times. “Your aunt Melanie’s never been interested in a bit of it.”

She had this one really pretty silver goblet, which was my absolute favorite thing in the whole house. It was like something a king would use. It was very large with embossed grapes, and the bowl was lined in real gold. Momma always kept it polished and shiny. She said it belonged to her great-great-great-grandmother who buried it in the yard to protect it from the Yankees. I was pretty sure the Yankees never actually came to Edgewood, but I liked the story.

I reached in the drawer for one of Momma’s silver cloths and used it to pick up the goblet. I examined it, tracing the grapes and leaves and vines across its surface. It made me feel rich. Holding it out in both hands in front of me, I walked formally to the big mirror over the fireplace in the living room. “I present thee with the wine of kings,” I said out loud and took a long, ceremonial pretend sip. I carried it formally back to the china cabinet and put it back carefully where I found it.

Next, I picked up one of Momma’s crystal champagne glasses. Momma said they were “sherbets” but I thought they looked like something Audrey Hepburn would sip champagne from, so I called them champagne glasses.

I poured my tea into the glass and wandered around the dining and living rooms.

“Hello, so nice to see you. Don’t you look lovely. So nice of you to come to my cocktail party. Champagne? Why, yes, it is. It’s from France, of course. Please have some. Don’t you just love pink champagne from France? Oh, you’re so charming.”

I carried the chalice down the hall toward Momma’s room.

“Do let me give you a tour of our town house. Maybe one day you could come out to our country place. Wouldn’t that be delightful? Come with me down the hall. Would you like to see my boudoir?”

I went to Momma’s bedroom, opened her closet, and ran my hand across her clothes. “These are my Chanels. I’m just back from Paree. Have you ever been to Paree? Dahling, you simply must go to Paree. You can’t shop locally, you know, you just can’t. Maybe Atlanta in a pinch.”

I pushed to the back of Momma’s closet, to the things she called her trousseau. There were several nighties, folded across hangers and wrapped in plastic. There were three dresses, including one of red silk, also in plastic and hanging on a soft, pink hanger. It was sleeveless with a flat bow across the front. Momma called it her Jackie dress and said she bought it because it reminded her of something Jackie Kennedy might wear. I loved Jackie Kennedy too and read everything I could find about America’s Tragic Queen. I had never actually seen Momma wear the Jackie dress. Momma used to let me play in her closet when I was real little and even let me walk around in her high heels and stuff, but this one time when I was in second grade, I put on the Jackie dress and she got real mad. She made me take it off, told me I was too old to play dress-up any more and her closet was off-limits. The next day, she came home with several Tonka trucks and a GI Joe and told me to go outside and play with them.
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