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This novel is a work of fiction and the characters
and events in it exist only in its pages and in the author’s
imagination.

 


Warning: Contains sexuality, adult subject matter,
profanity, disturbing content and violence. Intended for adult
readers only.
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Summary: Walter and Monty fall in love, marry and
long to start a family with the help of their best friend Natalie,
but they find their dream being barred by a number of problems,
including Walter’s health, Monty’s history of alcoholism, Natalie’s
growing feelings about Walter, and most of all, Walter’s
stepmother, Helena.
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this book is dedicated to

Leslie Purkey, who inspired me with the idea of a
‘spin-off’ from Crush

 


My beloved Grandpa Armen and Uncle Jerry

 


The memories of Bobby Griffith, Tyler Clementi,
EricJames Borges, and victims of hatred and ignorance worldwide. We
are living in a time of great positive change, but we still have
such a ways to go.

 


To Kachinas Kutenai, (1935 – 2010) Registered Nurse
and Apache Medicine Woman, whose teachings about prayer, healing,
and our Mother, the Earth, and Her creatures, have not only
inspired me to embrace a new way of thinking as a healthcare
professional, but have guided me closer to my true
spirituality.

 


To Ted, and a new generation of ‘kids’ that have
stolen my heart:

Cleo, Goliath, Tipper, Fuzzy, Felix, Bitsy, Lovey,
Bowtie, Junior and Ernie

 


* * * * *

 



“This is what you shall do;
Love the earth and sun and the animals, despise riches, give alms
to every one that asks, stand up for the stupid and crazy, devote
your income and labour to others, hate tyrants, argue not
concerning God, have patience and indulgence toward the people,
take off your hat to nothing known or unknown or to any man or
number of men, go freely with powerful uneducated persons and with
the young and with the mothers of families, read these leaves in
the open air every season of every year of your life, re-examine
all you have been told at school or church or in any book, dismiss
whatever insults your own soul, and your very flesh shall be a
great poem and have the richest fluency not only in its words but
in the silent lines of its lips and face and between the lashes of
your eyes and in every motion and joint of your body.”

 


~~~Walt Whitman

 


* * * * *
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book one:

ghosts

 


* * * * *

 



prologue:

natalie rose mattheis

(august 2014)

Bannock Valley, Idaho

 


As I gingerly hold the photo on
the palm of my hand, I wonder aloud why people in old pictures
never smile. They look weird, not like people at all, but rather
like some other humanoid species that inhabited the world. Aliens.
Ghosts. There’s no laughter in their sombre faces. Their eyes are
small bright dots on their pale skins. Tiny, dull, black rocks.
There is a gleam in the centre of each small dark orb, but it’s an
empty light. They look dead.

“In the old days, to smile was
considered ‘undignified’.”

“Undignified!” I exclaim. “Your
parents look dead! Or like they wish they were
dead!”

Walter smirks, and two tiny
dimples wink at me from his cheeks. “They are dead,
dear.”

He’s teasing me, again. He’ll
do anything he can to distract himself.

“You’re in the picture too, and
you’re not dead!”

He takes the photo from my hand
and squints at it. He’s only twenty-nine, but he might as well be
eighty-nine. I don’t know how he can keep it up…his heartbreaking
hopefulness, his optimism…it tears me up inside. “You can’t be
afraid of what you can’t see,” he says just above a whisper. “It’s
when things are lit up, made bright, that they become
scary…terrifying…” He stops and inhales with a shudder. I hear the
static crackle of the fluid in his lungs. I glance down at his
oddly shaped fingers…they’re blue-violet.

“Wawa, why aren’t you wearing
your oxygen?”

He reaches for the clear tubing
as I switch on his O2 and the loud hummm of the concentrator
pours into the room. I turn the flow dial up to two as he carefully
adjusts the tubing under his chin.

“I hate these prongs,” he
whispers between shallow breaths. “They poke me…and…I hate the cold
air in my nose…I hate cold air…it dries everything out…”

“You feel okay?” I ask
softly.

He grins at me. Winks.

Don’t do that, I plead
silently, biting my lips.

“It’s better in the dark,” he
sighs dreamily.

I never know what the hell he’s
talking about when he goes into these sly little moods of his. I
try to imagine life without my sight. I don’t know how he does it.
Up until recently, he could still do some of the things he’s always
loved, but how can he enjoy them anymore?

Tentatively, impulsively, I
reach over and hold one hand as he cradles his childhood picture in
his other. I glance at the eyes of the toddler in the photo, and I
feel no life emanating. The little boy looks as unhappy as the two
adults in the photo with him. The adults, his parents: Jayne and
Jerome Yarbro. They sit in wooden chairs, with their nearly
three-year-old son standing between them. Their six-year-old
daughter stands to the side. She’s frowning too.

“Where’d you take it?” I
ask.

“At the fair…in Pocatello, I
think.”

It’s eerie…the picture was
taken only about three decades ago, but it’s another universe. The
palette of this tiny three-by-five world consists of a dark
blackish brown, a faint sepia and an almost too brilliant white,
and I’m sure the brightness only serves to enhance the inertia in
the eyes of its captured subjects.

My opinions I keep to myself. I
know little about this inert, miniature henna and white photograph,
this moment in time captured and meaningless to me. This picture is
in the past, and these people are gone forever, even the children.
What good would it do to know? They can’t help us. They can’t blink
their tiny eyes, gather their skirts and step out of the sepia
portrait. They can’t come to life and toss Helena off this
property.

So what good would it do to
know them? Dressed in old-timey costumes, they really do look like
a pioneer family from the 1800s—too long ago, out of reach. Why do
they look so beaten, so hardened, when according to Walter, they
were a very happy family together? They sit solemnly, their torpid
eyes and their grim mouths seeming to scream silently of hardship,
tragedy, wounds that eventually kill the spirit.

The longer I examine the
wallet-sized picture, the more I hate it. Rebelliously, my eyes
flicker up to the eight-by-eleven family portrait taken more
recently, of Walter, when his skin was white instead of grey and
his eyes were blue instead of gold, and Kendall as she and her
brother approached the end of their teens, of their father, Jerome,
and Jerome’s second wife Helena. Big, close, lifelike, bright, in
living colour, less threatening, less mysterious, though my eyes,
as they always do, avoid the severe glare behind the glasses worn
by the iron-haired, weathered woman who has taken control of this
household. Helena’s gaze, even from a photo, makes my skin
crawl.

In contrast, those dark,
foreboding eyes seem to paralyse Walter, even if he can’t
really see this larger photo from across the room. He sits so still
now, so quiet, all the time, and though I forget it’s his recently
worsened heart condition that mandates slow, careful, economic
movements, lest he runs out of breath, I’d rather think that it’s
Helena who literally renders Walter immobile.

I feel bad, being on one end of
a tug-of-war, with Walter the rope and Helena on the other end. I
forget how bad Walter is feeling physically, because I’m so
frustrated and angry, while he remains maddeningly calm; he can’t
allow my agitation to faze him.

I’ve been telling him that
Monty is gone, that Monty’s not coming home, probably not ever, but
Walter can’t accept that. He says we should wait, just a little
longer.

I don’t want to wait.

I want to take Walter, and
go.

“Nattie, we can’t just
go,” he argues. “This property is in mine and Kendall’s
name. We can’t just leave it for her to live on.”

I don’t want to stay here where
she is. I try to tell him not to worry about the place right
now, but Walter is adamant. “It’s all I have. I’m not
letting her chase me out of here!”

Oh, God, Wawa, let
her! It’s only a piece of land and a house! Hang it! I can’t
stand it here anymore.

Monty left, and broke Walter’s
heart.

Poor Walter. He’s the one who
wants to understand people and give them the benefit of the doubt.
He’s simply too kind, even with Helena, a person I’ve been
increasingly inclined to describe as remote, untouchable as a
microbe in Antarctica, dark, insidious, suspect. There’s something
about her. The creepy stories are right from Walter’s mouth.
So, why can’t he see (no pun intended)? We need to get away from
her. Why does he cling to this idea that she’s not that bad, that
there’s got to be something redeemable about her, even after all
we’ve gone through with her? He’s so infuriated at her, he can’t
even call her ‘Ma’ like he used to.

And Monty…

I’m too bloated and crampy and
tender and tired. My feelings, my hormones, are too intense for all
this. I find it impossible to give a flying shit about Monty
anymore. I hope he never comes back! The asshole left us
when we needed him. He abandoned us. He abandoned Walter, who has
taken care of him since they met. How could he just walk
away?

I realise he was angry at
Walter, and honestly, who could blame him? Walter lets Helena run
roughshod over him! He let her drive Monty away!

Now I have to
concentrate on taking care of all of us, and all I want is to
salvage what’s left of the family I promised to help build and care
for. All I want now is for our baby to be healthy this time.

Our baby. Walter’s and
Monty’s. Mine, Walter’s and Monty’s. Oh, fuck Monty! He took off
and left us. So selfish! My baby…our baby…Walter’s baby
inside of me…

He has no idea the feelings
that are whirling, boiling, leaping like flames in my heart. He has
no idea that only two weeks ago, the mere scent of his skin…while I
was holding him steady…as they inserted the needle…the scent of his
skin, even if it was sweaty, the scent of his hair against my chin,
even if it was unwashed…his soul gasping for air as the doctor
accidentally pierced past the pleura and into the lung, deflating
it swiftly…Walter’s swollen fingers digging into my back as he
fought for breath, his chest collapsing, his skin turning dusky
blue, his clouded, olive-coloured eyes widening as he clung to me,
his eyes searching mine for assurance that he would soon be able to
draw breath…

He has no idea how I feel
now.

He lies on the thin hospital
cot, his eyes half closed, the lids stained greyish-purple with
exhaustion, skin white as a swan’s feathers, lips cracked and
chapped—a ghost of the man I met such a short time ago. He’s
dancing with death, wobbling on a wire high above me.

Even in sickness, infuriating
me with his uncomplaining, unquestioning willingness to die, to
give up the ghost if he can’t have Monty back, Walter is beautiful.
He’s always been beautiful, and I love him. I’ve always loved him,
since the day I watched him march in the parade.

Oblivious to the hormonal lust
roiling and whisking inside of me, he still won’t stop crying. He
won’t stop hoping. He’s a mule.

He won’t move an inch until
Monty comes home.

“Monty’s not coming,” I snap at
him. “He’s almost five months gone!”

He blinks, looks down, like a
scolded puppy. Immediately, I softly add, “I’m sorry, honey. I’m
sorry. But it’s been so long, you know?”

“I know,” comes the faint
reply, followed by the cough, the wet, tenacious, strangling cough,
the sound of air trying to move through thick secretions. When he
runs out of breath, his eyes bulge, then, finally, I hear the air
coming through—rice crispies in milk. He starts to cry noiselessly,
from the pain, from my callousness, and I’m the most gigantic
shithead on earth.

“I’m sorry,” I insist, wanting
for all the world to hold him, feel him breathing, smell his smooth
white skin, feel his dark, wavy brown-blonde hair brushing against
my neck.

I remember, before the
procedure went south, before the lung collapse happened, I’d kissed
his forehead softly, trying to keep him calm and still as the
doctor worked. He’d been so scared. He’d never had to have a
thoracentesis before. He must have been really doped up from the
medicine they gave him. He lifted his face a little and kissed my
chin.

I’d get into my car and just go
home, back to Fort Bragg, by myself.

But I don’t want to leave
him.

I could leave Walter, if I
absolutely had to…

But I don’t want to.

Walter’s afraid we’re going to
lose this one too.

“I’m afraid of her,” he says.
“I’m afraid of her.”

Argh! I wanna smack him
sometimes! “She can’t do anything to us! She can’t!”

“She already has. Monty
thought so.”

Fuck Monty! I scream
inside. “I don’t believe in that kind of crap, Walter! Yeah, I
agree, she’s an old witch, but it’s just her looks!”

He almost laughs. It catches in
his throat. I hear him swallow with difficulty as he struggles not
to empty his lungs too fast.

I keep begging. “Please, let’s
go.”

Helena’s bad for his health,
bad for mine, bad for anyone’s. I need to get Walter away from
her.

I want to take Walter and
leave—leave Helena, leave Monty, leave it all.

I’m ready to get out of here.
I’m so ready, like, weeks ago.

 


* * * * *

 



two:

walter jerome yarbro

(january 2008)

Bannock Valley, Idaho

 


After another blowout with Ma,
my sister Kendall puts me in her car and drives a few miles away
from the house. She finds a dark turnout parallel to the faintly
glimmering, whispering river and turns off the motor. “Stop
crying,” she says harshly. “I can’t believe you still let that
bitch get to you!”

“She’s so heartless,” I sob.
“She’s so cold.”

“When did you figure that out?”
I can sense her rolling her grey-green eyes. “She’s an evil
bitch!”

“It’s like she just wants to
throw him away!”

“She does, Wawa! They
won’t give her his social security till after he’s dead! She’d love
for him to die now! She figures he’ll die quicker in a nursing
home. She’s through with him…he’s of no use to her now. Don’t you
get it? She uses people! I’m surprised she doesn’t tell you
to go live in a home, because you’re blind!”

“I’m doing fine with him! I
take care of him!” I can’t stop crying. I’m a sob factory on a rush
order.

Kendall’s thin lips form an
upside-down ‘U’ as she reaches over and hugs me. “Walter, who are
you trying to convince? I know you take care of Dad, and for now,
I’m staying to help—not because I don’t think you’re capable,” she
quickly adds, “but because I want to. I want to help you.
Don’t worry about that old hag! She can’t do anything. He’s
our father. We’ll take good care of him and she can’t make
us put him in a home. You’re panicking, you’re worrying, you act
like she’s the last word, like she’s God or something! I can’t
understand that about you! What is this fucking hold she has on
you?”

Kendall shakes me, as if trying
to dislodge me from the grip Ma has. It is. It’s some kind of a
choke hold. I don’t understand it any more than Kendall does, but
it’s there. Helena’s put a hex on me. I don’t know how to think for
myself.

I envy my big sister. Kendall’s
never let Ma get into her head the way I have, at least not for
long. Maybe it’s because she’s older than me. Maybe she’s just
‘meaner’ than I’ll ever be. Kendall doesn’t take crap from anybody,
not anymore, and especially not from Ma. She took Ma as long as she
could, and then enough was enough. She doesn’t even call her ‘Ma’
anymore. She calls her ‘Hellacious Helena’ or just plain ‘Hell’.
That makes me laugh sometimes. Almost from the beginning of our
life with our stepmother, Kendall has never liked or trusted Helena
Hopkins Yarbro. “She’s just creepy!” Kendall says with a shudder
whenever we discuss her.

I can’t figure what Dad’s ever
seen in Ma, really. Maybe she put a hex on him when they
met. She’s nothing like Mom. Mom was soft all over, dark haired,
with warm peachy skin and hazel-brown eyes. She was the kind of mom
who made cookies on rainy days and hot mushroom soup when I was
home sick from school. She was warm. I miss her. I miss her
warmth in our house. It’s been cold since Dad met and married
Helena in 1999, two years after Mom died of oesophageal cancer.
That kind of cancer seems to be an epidemic around here. So many
people have died from it, and there are a million speculations as
to why. It could be the drinking water, even though we have our own
well. It could be the jet fuel from the Snake River Air Force Base.
It could be pesticides in the heavily farmed soils in this region.
Dad had no idea who to ask and get a straight, honest answer, and
in the years following Mom’s death, he’s slowly let loose the grasp
he had on the hope for the bizarre solace of a useless verdict.

I hate the cold. I’ve
always hated the cold, the wet chill I feel over my neck and
shoulder blades in spite of Idaho’s dry, crystalline winters. Even
in the summer, our house feels cold, draughty, damp…to me anyway.
When Helena turns on the swamper in our living room, I go to my
bedroom and dive under my blankets, curling into a knot, seeking
the comfort of my own body heat. I’m tall, already over six feet,
but I’m sooo skinny. I’ve never been the same since my accident
happened. My lack of padding makes me very cold intolerant. I use
my electric blanket year round. When it’s winter, and Dad turns on
the radiant heat in our ceilings, I feel like Mom’s ghost is
floating down to say hello to me—her ghost, her warmth, her
love.

The one thing I have left of my
birth mother is a thin gold serpentine bracelet she wore until her
death. I wear it now, and have never taken it off, not once since
the night she died.

In stark, almost rude contrast
to Mom, Helena is all angles, bony. I think she’s even skinnier
than me. Hugging her is like snuggling with a pile of broomsticks.
I haven’t hugged her for years, and she doesn’t seem to miss that.
She has iron-grey hair, which she says was already there by the
middle of her thirties. Now she’s over sixty, with small coal-black
eyes and skin like sallow shoe leather.

She never smiles. Her
face should be in Webster’s under the definition of ‘gloom and
doom’. The last time I remember a smile from her was years ago,
when I was in church with her. Now, she’s constantly ruminating
about something. She never had kids of her own, and except for the
time we were in her church, she’s never had any interest in being a
mother to me and Kendall.

I’m always trying to be nice to
her, get a smile out of her. Kendall gave up long ago. “Waste of
time,” she said within a week of meeting our stepmother. “She’s a
cold fish.”

Not long after she married Dad,
Helena persuaded Kendall and I to attend church with her, and
Kendall changed her attitude for a while.

But when we decided that the
church wasn’t for us, and to leave it, Ma went back to her old,
cold self. I was in denial, but Kendall saw right through Ma.
Kendall lives in Boise now, and has as little to do with Helena as
possible.

Now I sit beside my sister in
the car on this frozen January night, weeping softly as Kendall
loosens her fists from around my sleeves and hugs me again. She
hears the crackle and wheeze and turns on the ignition. The heater
feels good. She flicks on the headlights. The snow sparkles around
us.

I think she knows I know
now. Kendall knows that I know what Ma is really all about, but the
grip—that hold on my mind Ma has—is still there, after all these
years, and I can’t shake it off, in spite of knowing I’ll never be
able to be happy in a religion like that. I have no confidence in
my own common sense. I still think I’m going to hell. Helena still
has that power over me, over my mind. I’m acting like she has the
last say in my fate, my salvation, as if she really is one step
down from God himself.

It hurts. I’ve lost my mother
forever. She’s never coming back. My dad has had two strokes. I’m
losing him too. Kendall has her own life. She’s always had the
balls to get out of here and into the world. I’m a homebody. Maybe
it’s because I’m legally blind, disabled, and that takes away from
my confidence.

Maybe I’m being too hard on
myself. Maybe I’m not the weakling Kendall makes me think I
am. Sure, she’s confident and doesn’t take shit from anyone. I’m
sick! I have heart disease and I can’t see! Does that make me
weak?

I’m just being a jerk. I resent
her sometimes. But mainly, I envy her. She could leave. I couldn’t.
When Dad had his first stroke, Kendall did come home, and she
stayed three months, and when Dad improved, I was the one
who told Kendall it was okay to go back to Boise.

“I can do this,” I told
her.

“But…your heart…”

“No, it’s okay. I can do this.
Go home.”

I took care of him for six
months, and two days ago, he had a second stroke. He’s in the
hospital in Snake River, and they’re saying he may not live through
this one. But if he does, Ma says she wants him to go to a skilled
nursing home. She says her back is too bad for her to try to care
for him, and she says that because he’s paralysed on one side now,
and because I have a bad heart and can’t see very well, I can’t
care for him anymore either.

She acts like I’m worthless. I
guess she’s forgotten how well I’ve done with him these past six
months. “Naw. You can’t do it. He’s paralysed now. Whole new ball
game! You’ll wear yourself out.”

I argued with her tonight, and
by the time Kendall shushed me and got me into her car, Ma had made
me feel like both me and Dad should have our irrelevant, invalid
carcasses moved out of her sight and into a rest home so she can
have our house and the little farm my parents worked so hard
for.

Kendall’s right. I’m acting
like Helena is God. It’s our home, not hers! I know she
wants it. She stayed with Dad all these years, waiting for him to
kick off, hoping Kendall and I would marry, move away, buy homes of
our own, so she could take possession of it, sell it, and keep the
money.

I’m ruining her plans by
arguing with her, by telling her I want to bring my father home and
continue caring for him.

My thoughts are punctuated by
the scalding shriek of metal grinding metal.

Kendall screams, “That van is
going into the river!”

 


* * * * *

 



three:

reardon darius montgomery

(en route to vegas,

january 2008)

‘Why’ isn’t important. Maybe
there is no ‘why’. He tells me he’s bored and he’s finished, that
it’s not going anywhere anyway, that he’s lost all feelings for
me.

That’s usually my excuse.

Then he adds, because I drink
too much.

I don’t drink that much.

I never thought someone would
dump me before I dumped them. My mantra of late has been, “I’ll get
you before you have a chance to get me.”

But he’s getting me first. He
tells me he’s met someone else.

He’s done. He’s done with
Rear-don! Done!

So I pack my shit and get into
my van and leave Boise. Now I’m hurtling down I-84 at sixty-five
MPH, fishtailing now and then because of the black ice. The
thermometer right above me says it’s only twenty-five out there. In
Snake River, I exit, veering south on the 51 heading toward Elko.
I’m not sure where the 93 is, but it’ll take me to Vegas. I’ll buy
another map when I reach Elko. I’ll find Vegas, and then I’ll live
it up big. I’ll find a new one. I might be pushing thirty, but I’ve
still got what it takes.

Highway 51 darkens as soon as
I’m out of Snake River. My buzz is fading. I snap open another
Miller Chill. Honestly, I’d rather have hot chocolate. The heater
went out in the van two weeks ago. But I’m mad, so it’s Miller
Chill, with a hint of lime and salt. I take a long gulp and burp as
loudly and obnoxiously as I can, but nobody’s here to be
annoyed.

Tears of fury blur my eyes.
Should have unloaded that selfish fucker months ago! My anger makes
my right foot heavier; I tromp harder on the gas. Daring Fate, I
begin to skid around the curves as 51 progresses into the hills
south of Snake River and north of some Indian Reservation called
Blue Creek. Between here and the Nevada border, there’s very
little. My old map told me so, before I forgot it in the john at
the Shell station I pissed in, before I watched the golden glitter
of the Boise skyline vanish from my life in the rear-view. I try to
remember that old map now. Maybe one or two small towns between
here and the border—maybe three? I wonder if there’s a liquor store
anywhere where I can pick up some more Miller. I’m down to three
cigarettes too. Should have thought to pick up more at the
Shell.

I know I’m fucking up. The way
I’m flying now, I’m going to wreck and be killed. I’m doing almost
eighty along these murky coils. I’m going to hit a coyote, or an
elk, or a free-range cow, and end up in a ravine. Help won’t arrive
for hours and I’ll freeze or bleed to death in this desolation long
before they get here.

Where am I going? To Vegas? To
what? To party for a few weeks, blow through my last two hundred
bucks before finding myself on the streets unemployed? To drink
myself to death like Nicolas Cage in that downer-ass movie? To get
it in the ass by closeted grooms on the eves of their unwanted
weddings? One last foray into the life they secretly crave before
settling into hetero hell? Great. I’ll be broke. Then I’ll be a
rent boy on the Strip. Sounds brill.

Now the passenger side of my
van is snuggling affectionately against the guard rails along a
particularly sharp bend, and radiant sparks are splashing up
against the passenger window. The shriek of metal tortures my
eardrums, so I crank my old Deftones CD, ignoring the scene
outside: the shrill scrape of the white-grey railing against the
maroon paint which shears off in curlicues, the shower of white
lights like sparklers on the Fourth. Even as my van lurches to a
halt and violently flips upside down over the guard railing, even
as I begin to tumble down the steep embankment, even as the
driver’s side window shatters into tiny, square, blunt bits of
harmless aquamarine and the icy water pours through the resulting
empty square…I don’t care. I don’t care.
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Snake River Hospital

Snake River, Idaho

 


As soon I’m able to blink away
the film over my corneas, the edges of the world seep through the
blur to reveal light-grey walls, shrill white lights, plain vinyl
curtains that make a silken wheeee sound when my fingers
brush them, echoey voices bouncing around in my brain, harsh
chemical smells that make me frown, the scents of starch and cotton
and industrial detergent.

I blink. My eyes feel gritty,
like someone’s poured sand into them. How long since I took the van
for a plunge into that swift, frigid stream? God knows what was in
that water. My stomach turns uneasily as I realise I’m in a
hospital. I hate hospitals. My mouth tastes like I’ve been eating
soap. I fumble clumsily for the pink plastic pitcher. It’s probably
filled with tepid water, but that beats nothing at all. It falls to
the floor with a wet, sloppy ker-plop! “Shit,” I swear,
wagging my arm back and forth toward the linoleum, trying to
retrieve the fallen pitcher.

Suddenly a figure kneels beside
me, and a voice says, “It’s okay, I’ll get that for you.”

“Thanks,” I mumble through
parched, swollen, rubbery lips.

“For a man who swallowed half
the Snake River, you’re pretty thirsty.”

The voice is somewhat high, the
speech rapid, a charming hybrid of guarded friendliness and subtle
hysteria.

“Yeah,” I rasp. “Feel like I’ve
been eating fibreglass.” My throat is raw. I hear the tap in the
bathroom being turned on and the pouring of water. A straw appears
under my nose and I drink the water greedily. Yeah, it’s tepid,
with a hint of chlorine, but I’m so thankful. “God, thanks, man,” I
sigh, and look up.

The owner of the high, slightly
frantic voice materialises before my eyes: the long, lean torso,
dark jeans, long, slim thighs, a hunter-green pullover hoodie, his
face, pale, like nuclear winter, thin lips over small, sharp teeth,
the cleft in his chin very much like the one in mine, a small,
thin, straight ski-jump nose, brows that are thick, but neat, not
bushy, arched over strange golden-yellow eyes, tilted, catlike. As
he turns his head in response to a nurse walking past the door,
they change, from that warm, glowing yellow-golden hazel to a cool
grey-blue. His short, wavy dark-brown hair has an almost blonde
sheen to it…

He takes a seat in the red,
metallic folding chair near my bed.

I’ve seen him before
someplace…

After an eternity passes, I
blink. “So…how’s my face?”

Without a word, he reaches
down, touches me…my body jumps. It’s a shock, his hands on my
face…they’re soft, warm…his odd yellow eyes blink slowly, like
those of a contented cat before a flickering fireplace. His
fingertips stroke gently over my forehead, cheeks, jaw. “You have a
few cuts and scrapes,” he whispers, unsmiling, but leaning closer,
closer, I can smell his skin. “I can almost see you—almost. Your
eyes are blue, aren’t they?” His voice is calm and soft now, like
cotton. “I see you.”

I’m too breathless to speak.
He’s bewitched me. I can’t help myself. I put my hands over his
wrists so he’ll keep touching me, and the instant I do it, he tries
to break our contact, muttering, “Sorry if I’m being rude. Don’t
mind me. I can’t see you very well. I have to use my hands.” He
takes them away, and I’m left empty, bereft, hungry…

“You can’t see?”

“I’m legally blind.” He looks
away, and again, the pale topaz of his eyes cools to a soft blue. I
would tell him how his eyes intrigue me, but my mind is racing, the
moment already seems to be in the distant past.

“Look, I’ve gotta go. My dad’s
down the hall.” He stands up.

“Oh?”

“He had a stroke, three days
ago.”

“I’m sorry.”

“I just wanted to make sure you
were okay.” He starts to back away. I stare at his tall body, slim
as a reed, hardly throwing a shadow.

“Thanks.” I have to quell my
urge to grab his hands, pull him back to me.

When he’s gone, a million
questions crowd my brain. When a nurse bustles in a moment later, I
ask her, “Who was that guy who was just in here with me?”

She answers, “That’s the guy
who saved your life. He and his sister pulled you out of the
river.”

Yes, I remember…

…the water gushing in,
hugging me with its cold wet arms, stealing my breath with its icy
kisses all over my body, the rank, wild taste of it, the inky black
of it robbing me of my orientation as I fight to free myself of its
grip. Which way is up? I can’t see any bubbles. How can I follow
them up? The river is thick and cold and heavy and swift. What
bubbles I can see go in every direction. The harder I
fight—frantically feeling around for the newly broken window that
would be my escape hatch, finally finding it and shimmying through,
clawing, raking my fingers through two weighty gases, sending still
more bubbles fizzing angrily from my fingers—the more fatigued I
become, my body surrounded by cold, painful and unforgiving. After
my insouciance tonight, I’m finally scared. I’m finally afraid,
when it’s too late, when nobody can help me.

Then hands grab me, arms
encircle me. They’re no warmer than the arms of death that have
been holding me close. Still, I welcome the solidity of human limbs
wrapping around my numbness, their promise of life that I’m barely
aware of. Ungently, I am pulled and tugged to the churning surface,
and I hear a woman yell, “Damn you, Walter! Are you crazy?”

Walter…

I’m lifted, hauled roughly, by
my shoulders, by my legs, manhandled by clumsy hands thickened by
the cold. I hear gasping, the pulling in of shaking breaths. I hear
them shivering. I even hear their clothing shivering with them. And
I imagine tiny, sparkling icicles forming between the layers of
soaked cloth. The female voice grumbles breathlessly, “Your heart,
Wawa! You know it can’t take a shock like this! You’re going to be
flat on your back tomorrow, I just know it!”

My body is folded, shoved, into
a car, straightened, laid on a vinyl seat. The heater blasts hot
air right into my face, and though it can’t even touch the cold
that now congeals the marrow of my bones, I’m grateful for the
intense and useless heat. I don’t resist as they peel away the
second-skin tier of my frigid, sodden garments and cover me with a
thick, cotton something that smells flowery, like women’s perfume.
Another item, smelly, musty—an old blanket perhaps—is flopped onto
me and I feel icy chunks of meat, presumably their hands, urgently,
painfully massaging , trying to stimulate my blood.

I feel arms around me, a body
pressed against mine.

I see his face, but it fades in
and out. I try to stay with him…

Now and then, I’m aware of the
flashing red lights of the ambulance…
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I can think of nothing else. So
this Walter…this Walter, and his sister, risked life and
limb to save me. I watch the sun sweep across the dingy blue sky,
through skinny black clouds, sending flares of light into my eyes
and making me squint before its pale brilliance takes on the hue of
a blood orange, and it sinks too swiftly behind the horizon. All
night I think of how my life was spared, how I could have and
should have drowned in that icy river. The TV flickers at me, and
the nurses come in every hour, on the hour, to check on me.

As the dawn lights my room, a
frazzled, harried doctor comes in, asks me about my insurance.

“I don’t have any,” I tell
him.

“Well, your right foot is
broken. But it will heal fine if you take it easy. I’m going to go
ahead and release you today then.” And he runs out before I can
tell him that I have no place to go.

I don’t have long to worry
about that. As I’m struggling to get my jeans over the big brace on
my foot, a couple of cops come into my room and arrest me for
driving drunk. The nurses and visitors gawk at me as the police
lead me away in cuffs, ‘another small-town scandal’, they’re
probably thinking. A ‘ruffian’ with my haggard face, long greasy
blonde hair, my fly still halfway buttoned.

I spend the next forty-eight
hours in a cell so lonely that I prefer that dreary hospital room.
I have no money, since my wallet with just over two hundred dollars
sank to the bottom of the river.

On the evening of my second day
in jail, a big cop with a sloppy pus-gut wrenches open my unwanted
home and says, “You’ve been bailed.”

“Bailed!” I exclaim.
“Who…?”

“I don’t know. They paid it, so
you’re free to go,” he sneers.

“How much was the bail?”

“Twenty-five hundred. You’re
lucky it wasn’t more, or you might have to start paying rent here.”
He emits a coarse, humourless laugh. “You’ve got a prior, right?
When you lived back east?”

I nod, but I’m not really
listening to the asshole. Twenty-five hundred! Dear Lord, who
would do that? Who would pay that for someone they don’t
know? I can’t for the life of me imagine who paid it. I don’t know
a soul within fifty miles of here. It couldn’t be my parents—they
don’t even know where I am anymore. I could be dead…

“But you’re not off the hook.
The judge will see you in court in three weeks.”

A wrinkled white envelope
containing two hundred dollars awaits me at the front desk. The
officer hands it to me, grunting, “Here. He left this for you
too.”

“Who?” I ask again, and he
glares at me like I’m an annoying old hoot owl.

“I don’t know. The guy who
bailed you out says it’s yours.”

Two hundred dollars. It
couldn’t be the same two hundred that I lost in the river, could
it? “Do you have a name for him?” I sigh impatiently. I must find
him!

“Walter Something-or-other—just
a sec.” The fat cop thumbs through more crinkly papers and says,
“Yeah, here we go. Walter Yarbro. He said the money in the envelope
is yours.”

“Did he say where he found it?
Or—”

“Look, man, he didn’t say much
at all. He just bailed you out and left you the money.”

I open it, and there’s no note
to clue me in. But I know it’s not the same money I had. I had ten
twenties. In the envelope are two fifties and a hundred, and
they’re newborns, crisp and clean and stiff enough to paper-cut me.
“Do you know where he lives? I have to talk to him.” I jump up and
down at the counter like a kid needing to use the loo, until the
cop reads, “Walter Yarbro, 55838 Elk Hollow Road, Bannock Valley,
Idaho.”

“I’m not from here,” I say.
“Where is that?”

“It’s where you took a dive,”
the cop says smugly. “It’s off the 51 toward Elko.”

 


I miss the cassette player in
my late van. Most of the radio stations out here are country. The
one classic rock station is way out in Twin Falls and isn’t coming
in too clearly. The two-lane highway looks less foreboding in the
waning daylight. My arrogance of yore is gone as I gently adjust my
aching right foot over the gas pedal, and the 1990 Ford Tempo from
the local ‘rent-a-wreck’ negotiates the curves with respect. A
glimmering strip of liquid teal materialises beyond a steep
incline. I follow the numbers printed on metallic green strips
fastened to the roadside fence posts; the winter landscape of the
Snake River Plain is desolate, stark white rolling hills dotted
sparsely with sagebrush, naked trees and homesteads.
Homesteads. I ponder the word with modern embarrassment. Do
they still call them ‘homesteads’ in this part of the
country?


55090…55202…55414…55626…55838…there it is: a grey house on a slope,
at least a quarter of a mile off the paved highway, surrounded by
wind-breaking trees and smaller buildings. I turn right, onto the
deeply tyre-tracked road leading to the house, and clods of snow
and mud fly up behind the car. As I park, and hobble up a
snow-covered path lined by rough granite rocks, wincing on my sore
foot, my heart pounds. A large redwood deck surrounds the top floor
of the house. There’s no doorbell. I’m not even sure if this is the
front door. It seems more like a back door, its glass window cut
into exotic shapes that display faint prismatic colours over my
fist as I knock timidly. My sore knuckles are already red from the
bitter cold.

My initial impression of the
woman who answers is that she looks more like a corpse than a
living human being. Almost immediately, I dislike her. It’s not
like me to judge someone that quickly, no matter what kind of
upbringing I’ve had. There’s just something about this lady—tall
and skeletal in her thinness, she wears her long grey hair in a bun
atop her head. Her thick, scratchy woollen dress is the bleakest,
sickest shade of dark, greyish-green, with a collar that folds out
just beneath her chin. Her lipless mouth is turned down in a scowl
and her eyes, behind dismal round spectacles, are dark brown, maybe
black, and surrounded by deep crinkles. She regards me for several
long, unbearable moments, looking for all the world like the ghost
of some old-maid schoolmarm or some drab nun from 1880 or
something.

Startled by her remarkable
homeliness and grim demeanour, I retreat from her a few steps. She
makes my skin crawl. All I want is to get away. Forget about
finding Walter and thanking him.

When the baleful old crone
finally says, “Yes?” not a trace of warmth or friendliness can I
detect. I’m ready to turn and dash back to my car, broken foot and
all, and drive all the way to Vegas, as fast as I can, without
stopping.

But…

I have to be in court in three
weeks. I only have this two hundred dollars, and I wouldn’t even
have that, if not for this benefactor who not only saved my life,
but bailed me at his own expense. And, blessed as I am to have it.
This two hundred will get me less than a week’s stay at the
dirt-cheapest hotel I can find around here. And then what?
What do I do about food? Gas? Will I end up living in the Tempo?
No, I don’t even own that.

I stammer, “Hi, is Walter
here?”

She stares at me, her already
small black eyes narrowing so that they’re buried in her wrinkles.
“I guess he’s around here somewhere. Do I know you?” The way
she asks it, she might as well have said, “What kind of trouble are
you going to be to me?”

“No…I…uh…well…I’m the one who
accidentally drove into the river. Walter helped me.”

The old woman frowns more
sternly than before. “Hmmm, so you’re the one. Out of the
hospital, are ya? I see you’ve been hurt.” She nods at the splint
on my foot and the silver metal cane the nurse gave me on the
sly.

“Yes. I came here to thank him,
for bailing me out of jail, and…”

Her glare frightens, belittles
and angers me. I already dislike her so intensely, so absolutely,
that I don’t trust myself not to ask her what the fuck her problem
is.

“Check the dugout,” she says
tonelessly. “It’s just down that little hill.” Without another
word, she turns and closes the door.

The ‘hill’ is nothing more than
a gentle slope of Kentucky bluegrass buried in snow littered with
broken pine cones. I limp down on my cane and find a small building
half buried in a steeper hill. It’s made of rough tan and brown
rocks and crude, splintery wood, supported by long thin redwood
boards. A white plastic table sits just beside the black wood door.
An ashtray overflowing with yellowed cigarette butts sits in the
middle of the table, along with a couple of empty Shasta cola cans.
A lonely plastic chair that matches the table sits a few feet away.
I knock at the door and wince at how hard it is. No answer. I roll
the knob through my palm and find it unlocked, so I go in. I’m met
with pitch-black.

“Whoa! Is there electricity in
here?” My voice sounds thick and solid, no echo. The dugout faces
west, and the now-opened door lets in a rectangle of sun, but I
still can’t see. “Hello?”

“Who’s there?” comes a familiar
male voice, keening high. I hear footsteps on a soft surface. I tap
my own foot on the floor. There’s no linoleum or tile or even
cement. It’s hard-packed earth.

“Me,” I say.

“Who’s me?”

“Turn on the lights!”

I hear a light snicker. “Even
if I could, I can’t see you. I’m blind.” He says it like I
should know better. “Anyway, this room doesn’t have
electricity.”

“How come?”

Another derisive snort. “’Cause
it doesn’t, okay? Who is that?” And finally, Walter steps
into the meagre light I’ve created. My heart skips a beat.
“Hi.”

“Hi,” he says, and stops cold.
“Who…?”

“I’m the guy who crashed into
the river,” I say, unable to keep the tremor out of my voice.

“Oh.” His tone softens, his
sarcasm of a moment ago gone. He steps a little closer. His
eyelashes are damp.

“Are you all right?” I ask.

He nods jerkily. “I’m
okay.”

“What is it?” I insist. In the
back of my mind is the realisation that I don’t even know him, that
I’m asking a stranger questions that are none of my business.

“My dad. He had another stroke
last night.”

“Oh, man. I’m sorry…” I reach
out, but I don’t touch him.

“I’m afraid he’s going to die.”
He says it so simply, like he’s known—like he’s stopped fighting
it. “He’s in a coma. He’s had so many strokes, I think…”

I reach for him again. “I’m
sorry.”

I stop. What am I
doing?!

He makes a soft sound somewhere
in his throat, steps forward, touches my face, and an electric bolt
races up my spine and back down again when he smiles a tiny smile.
“I’m glad you’re all right. When you were in the hospital, I was
worried. But they said you were really lucky—only the top of your
right foot was broken…” He trails off, as if he senses what’s
happening.

And it is. It is happening.
It’s happening now—I’ve never felt such pleasure just being
near someone without fucking them, and I stammer, “I…just wanted to
thank you…for saving my life…you have no idea how grateful…”

Walter strokes my face with
those soft, warm fingers, and abruptly, I’m aware that my cock and
my heart are beating in sync, and the throbbing in my foot is
fading. Enveloped in warmth and invisibly quivering, I stumble
backward, embarrassed beyond imagination by my body’s response to
him, to his fingertips. My skin still tingles where he’s touched
me. “And…thank you so much for bailing me…I…I can pay you back, I
promise. I don’t have a job yet…and I have to stay in town for
three weeks until I can have my court date, but—”

Walter interrupts me. “Don’t
worry about that.”

I hurry on. “Once I make it to
Vegas, I’ll get a good job, and I’ll pay you back,” I say on a
hasty, agitated exhalation.

His greenish eyes blink slowly.
“Oh! You don’t live around here?” He takes a step closer, reaching
for me again, and my heart begins to gallop anew. As his fingers
caress over my hair, my cheeks, my chin, my neck, I whisper
helplessly, “I was moving to Vegas…from Boise…when I crashed.”

“Oh,” he breathes softly,
making my dick even harder. Then he tsks his tongue, annoyed at
himself. “God, please, don’t mind me.”

Oh, I don’t mind, honest…

“I just…I can’t see you very
well, but…” He gently tugs my hair, sending little shocks of ouch
and pleasure from my scalp to my cock. “Your hair is blonde.” He
leans in closer to me. “Your eyes are blue, green, grey…”

“Yes,” I whimper.

“I’m trying to get to know
you.”

“Yes,” I whimper.

“I can’t see details—only
colours and shapes.” Closer, closer, he comes. He’s an inch or two
taller than I am. “You have a little freckle on your cheek.”

“Yes,” I whimper again.

He laughs, “I see you!”

He’s dangerously close to me
pulling his body against mine. “You have a gorgeous smile,” I
murmur, trembling with a desire I’ve never experienced in my
life.

Instantly, his mouth turns
upside down. “No, I don’t.”

It sounds impossible, but he’s
even sweeter when he frowns. I see the virginity in those eyes of
his. Behind that bizarre film of green, his eyes are big, blue,
boyish, incredibly sweet. I feel something in the air, feel myself
growing bolder. “You don’t?” I ask softly, slowly closing what
little distance remains between our bodies.

“I have no lips,” he
whispers.

“You have no lips?” I tease,
staring at them.

“When I smile, they disappear,
they’re so thin.”

He’s wrong. His lips are no
thinner than mine, medium pink-red, like young strawberries. I want
to know how they feel against mine—how they taste. I want to know
now. I can’t take my eyes off them. They’re quivering.

I’m a prospector, and I’ve
discovered a live, trembling treasure. This energy between us, this
invisible, beautiful, radiant creature in this dim, earthen
room…

I let go of the door and it
creaks closed, depriving us of the sunlight. My arms rise up to his
shoulders, and before he can stop me, I kiss his mouth, feeling his
body shiver and lurch clumsily in surprise.

“Those feel like lips to me,” I
growl at him.

His response is another
shudder—a soft and voiceless sigh—and my dick throbs ruthlessly in
my jeans. “You’re sweet,” I whisper.

He practically yelps,
“What?”

“You taste sweet,” I murmur,
grinning and licking my lips in the pitch-dark.

His voice quavers. “It’s green
apple chap stick.”

“Chap stick?”

“Mmmhmm…my lips get so dry in
the winter.”

I pull his face to mine and
kiss him again…and again. “Thank you,” I whisper somewhere in
there.

“For what?” he gasps.

“For saving me—for saving my
life.”

He gasps, and as I begin to
draw away, he pulls me back, kisses me fiercely. Our mutual
blindness intensifies the unexpected passion we’ve discovered.
We’re swept away in the dark, where nothing exists except the two
of us. Between kisses, Walter whispers incoherently, and
instinctively, I cup my hands over his ass and rub my aching cock
against him. He cries out, his mouth opening, accepting the first
gentle thrust of my tongue. I taste him, my tongue gently skimming
his teeth, his tongue, the roof of his mouth. He moans, softens in
my arms, sweet, pliable, unresisting, trembling with delight.

“Mmmmm,” I moan. “Is that
garlic?”

“Oh! God! I’m sorry. I just ate
cucumber salsa! It has garlic!”

“It’s delicious,” I whisper.
“How do you make it?” I’m not in the least bit curious about how he
makes cucumber salsa. My heart beats wildly, my cock pulses madly
against my fly.

“Olive oil,” cries Walter as I
rub myself against him, encouraged when I feel him begin to move
against me as well, as he tries to list the ingredients: “Olive
oil, garlic, onions, lime juice, tomatoes, cucumber…”

I’m on the verge of coming in
my pants…

“I let it marinade for a couple
of days. It’s so good. Oh! Oh, God! Wait…stop!” He tries to pull
away.

“Did you come?” I whisper,
brushing his mouth with mine, and his silence is all the answer I
need.

“Let me go.”

“Hey,” I soothe, holding him
fast. “It’s okay.”

“Please…let me go.”

I release him reluctantly. He
stumbles away, pleading, “Open the door, please.”

My hands swipe over the air. “I
can’t find it. Why aren’t there any windows in here? How can you
stand it in here?” I stammer, “I mean…if you can’t see? When I
came, you had the door closed.”

“I know. I was crying,”
whispers Walter.

I give up on the door for a
moment and instead, grope around for him. He’s right
here—somewhere. I feel him…there he is…I take him by the shoulders,
hold him.

He resists. “Please don’t…”

“It’s all right,” I murmur to
him.

He sniffles.

“I’m sorry about your dad.”

He shrugs.

“Walter, have you ever—”

I feel him shivering violently.
“I’m so embarrassed.”

“Why? You’ve nothing to be
embarrassed about.”

He shrugs again. I feel it
radiating from him, the confusion, the discomfiture.

“Do…you like guys?”

“I don’t know.”

“How old are you?”

“Twenty-three,” he replies.
“How old are you?”

“Twenty-nine.” Towing him with
me, I resume feeling around for the door. Finally… “Do you like
girls?”

“I guess so. I don’t know.”

“Have you been with a
girl?”

“Yeah.”

I clasp the doorknob and the
light spills in. “How many girls have you been with?”

“Three.”

“And how did you like
them?”

“They were okay.” His skin is
made rosy and golden in the setting sun, his almond eyes squinting,
as if he’s in pain.

I can feel myself smiling. I
have the upper hand, and this is a delicious game. He’s guileless,
and I feel like a fox in a chicken coop. Now, Walter is the one who
backs away when I move closer to him, until he bumps into a corner
near a bookcase. “Did they make you feel the way I do?” I ask
silkily.

“No,” he says in an anguished
whisper, and offers no resistance to me as I pull him close to me
and kiss him again, softly this time, just barely grazing his
flushed lips with my own. He cries out in frustration and kisses me
with frantic abandon, panting and moaning insanely as he writhes
against me. “I…I…don’t…I don’t know…I don’t even know…what are
we…”

“Hmmm?”

Between kisses, he’s sobbing,
“I don’t even know your name.” Then he accidentally nips my lower
lip. A current shudders through me.

“Shit! Did I hurt you?”

“No,” I lie, tasting a tiny
hint of metallica.

“Oh, God, I bit you!”

“Easy,” I chuckle. “Easy.” I
guide him backwards and make him sit down on an old wooden chair,
probably from some ancient dinette set. “I’m sorry,” I soothe him.
“I got carried away, and I guess you did too.” His innocence is an
aphrodisiac. “Let’s start over. My name is—”

“Reardon…something…” Walter
says, his breath still hitching as he speaks in anxious run-on
sentences. “I know. I asked when you were in the hospital, and I
went back to look for you, and they said you were arrested,
but—”

“Monty. Call me Monty.”

“Monty?”

I sigh, hating my first name,
and hating to have to explain it to yet another person. “It’s
Reardon Montgomery. I hate the name Reardon. I’ve hated it since
first grade. They knew I was gay even then. Call me Monty.”

“Okay, Monty.” Then he asks, in
a whisper, “You’re gay?”

“Yeah, and I think you are
too.”

He shakes his head. “Oh, I
don’t know. I—”

“I think so. Unless you were
packing a Ruger Redhawk in your panties a minute ago.” I laugh at
him. “Look at you! You’re a mess!

He flushes and puts his hands
over his groin, and something flashes in the back of my
mind—something about his hands, but the question evaporates as I
nod, “You can’t disguise that.”

“I don’t think I am. I
mean…”

“Fine, you’re not,” I say
shortly. Now the moment is gone. The magic has vanished, and
the irritation that seems to have defined my personality the past
few years is back in command. “I just wanted to thank you for
helping me, Walter. I came here to thank you. I’ll pay you back,
every cent—once I get on my feet. It’ll take a while, but…” I turn
and exit the dugout, and Walter is right on my tail. Our shoes
squeak in the hard-packed snow. “I told you. Don’t worry about
paying me back,” he says in a chirpy voice that fails to hide his
confusion at my unforeseen mood swing.

“No. I’ll pay you back. It’s
only right.” I pull on a mask of indifference, already keenly
alarmed at what I’ve felt, of what we’ve done in the few minutes
we’ve been acquainted. It’s as foreign to me, this quivering heat
in my soul, as a grain of dirt in my eyeball. “I’d better get
going,” I say more curtly than intended, and the look in his golden
eyes nearly does me in.

“Where do you live, Monty?” he
asks tearfully. He already knows that I am intent on extinguishing
this…this thing…this wonderful, terrifying thing that appeared to
us out of nowhere.

“I don’t live anywhere,”
I snicker as he follows me up the hill and toward the car. “I mean,
I had a boyfriend in Boise, but we broke up. I’ve been wanting to
go to Vegas for a while now, and, well, I want to just…be free.
Live free. Travel. Be a gypsy.”

It sounds ridiculous to me now,
out of context. The same questions that swam through my mind the
night of the crash are there: What’s in Vegas? What do you think
you’ll do when you get there? Do you really think Vegas has what
you need? Do you really think you’ll find the guy and the life of
your dreams there?

“I have your address.” I flash
him a tepid smile, painfully aware that the ache in my middle is
reflected in his eyes. “I’ll send you the money as soon as I get
it, I promise—two hundred, plus the twenty-five hundred you paid
for the bail—”

“Monty,” he sobs. “What did I
do?”

In spite of me, I feel my heart
grab. “What do you mean?”

“Did I do something to offend
you?” he pleads. He’s not even trying to pretend. His face is a
love offering, laid open and bleeding on my altar. Big tears slowly
stream down. I’ve never seen such candour in my life.

“No…of course not,” I
stammer.

“But you’re going to move to
Vegas?”

Still performing as if I don’t
know what’s occurred, I try to be casual. “I have to be in court
February twelfth, but yeah. After that, I’m going to Vegas.”

A heartbreaking hope lights up
his face. “Because I was going to tell you. You can stay
here if you want! You can live here!”

Disbelieving the effect he has
on me, I stammer, “Oh…I couldn’t possibly—”

“Yes! You can!” His smile is
dazzling.

“I couldn’t impose on you…and
your mother…”

“She’s my stepmother,” Walter
corrects me. “And I’ll tell her it’s okay, Monty.”

“Well, don’t you think—”

“It’s my house—my
dad’s house—not hers. I’ll tell her it’s okay.” He comes to
me, still wearing that damn beautiful smile. I’m done for. He
reaches out and touches me. I return his trademark greeting,
cupping his face in my hands, and the relief in his eyes banishes
the last of my resolve. “You’ve done so much for me, Walter. Too
much.”

“No, I haven’t.”

“You saved my life, you got me
out of jail. I swear to you, I’ll pay you back.”

“I don’t want you to pay me
back.”

“And now, you offer me—I have
no money, Walter.”

“I don’t care.”

“I can’t impose.”

“You wouldn’t be imposing.”

“I wouldn’t feel right.”

“You could get a job here
somewhere.”

He’s weaving a sticky, mesmeric
web around me, and if I don’t wiggle out now, I’ll be trapped.
“I’ve never been one to settle and live in any one place, Walter.
I’m a traveller. I like to keep moving. I’m not even going to stay
in Vegas forever. I want to just keep going, see everything…”

Why do I sound so stupid all of
a sudden?

His eyes shimmer wetly and
again, my heart swells in my chest. “You’re really nice. You’re
more than nice, you’re wonderful, to offer me a place to…crash…” I
don’t dare to use the word ‘live’.

His fingers explore my cheeks,
my neck, and then brush over my lips. My cock pulses to life once
again.

“I love you,” he whispers.

Oh my God. I can’t
control my hands. My fingers stroke over his cheeks, his forehead,
his hair, under his chin. “You’re something else, aren’t you?”

Again, he whispers, “I love
you.”

I dry swallow. “I can’t…I
can’t, Walter, I can’t stay here.”

“Why?” he demands.

“Your stepmother. She’s not
very friendly. When she came to the door—”

“She’s that way to everyone,”
shrugs Walter. “Don’t worry about her. It’s my house—mine and my
sister’s. It’s my decision.”

I feel the structure of my
steadfastness weakening more and more under the strength of his.
With every touch of his fingers, I can feel cracks forming in the
plaster.

He whispers, “Please, stay.” No
smile now.

Two hundred dollars. That’s all
I have. It won’t be enough to live on for three weeks. He’s offered
me a place to stay. I have nowhere else to go, to sleep. I’m
basically homeless, and I have no family to borrow money from.

Slowly, I walk toward the Ford
Tempo, knowing that a lot of money will go into keeping gas in its
tank. I contemplate my hospital bill, my lack of health insurance,
my court date and possible additional jail time. Three weeks. It’s
going on seven o’clock in the evening, and the thermometer hanging
on the pine tree nearby says it’s already below thirty. I imagine
upcoming nights sleeping in the car because I’m out of motel
money.

In the soft porch light, the
frost sparkles on the deck railing.

I turn and nod, “Okay.”

He sighs. “Good.”

“Only until my court date, then
I’m going to Vegas.”

His lips remain pressed
together, but his silver and gold eyes are smiling.

My own eyes catch the gleaming
ribbon of scar tissue just above the crux of his collarbone.

He’s been face to face with
death.

He’s been seriously ill or
severely injured sometime during his life.

I don’t think any of this in
words. It’s just a fluttering of butterfly wings in the back of my
brain—a tickle of knowledge.

He’s special.

He’s going to need more of me
than I’m willing to give.

I need to thank him—to say
goodbye to him—and go on my way.

But I can’t move. I’m
caught.

 


* * * * *
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When Reardon, I mean,
Monty kisses me, I’m immediately aware of how wantonly I
react to his attentions. Not a trace of fear or introversion or
even hesitation do I feel or display. I’m not afraid of him, not at
all.

I lied to him though, when he
asked me how many women I’ve been with. In my twenty-three years,
I’ve had three girlfriends. Three. I haven’t lied about the number
of girls I’ve dated. But I’m a virgin. It’s mortifying to admit it,
but I’ve never been with anyone.

“You don’t know who he is,” my
stepmother hisses at me when I quietly declare that Reardon—I mean
Monty—is staying with us for tonight, maybe even for a few days.
“He looks like a hoodlum! He’ll probably steal us blind!”

Helena’s impossible. Sometimes
I really hate her. It’s days like these when I miss my real mom.
Painfully. I hate that she’s gone. I hate that I’m losing the last
pieces of her. With every passing year, my childhood memories of
her, her full, rosy cheeks, her glossy raven hair in an upsweep,
her creamy voice, are harder to conjure up.

 


1997

 


More readily available are the
terrible recollections of her dying her long, slow death, her once
matronly form shrunken to no more than eighty pounds. Cancer crawls
through her oesophagus, up into her throat, down into her stomach.
Her body melts, her breasts, her hips, vanish. They place the tube
into her stomach to feed her until the cancer invades there, then
they feed her parenterally, which is to say, they put the food
directly into her veins so she can get some kind of
nourishment.

She can’t speak, she can’t eat,
and she can’t even swallow her own saliva. Dad cuts her hair short
so that he won’t have to constantly wash out the vomit and saliva
and gunk that incessantly flows from her chapped mouth. The home
nurse comes and sets up suction equipment and trains us how to use
it, but we can’t suction her fast enough. So he cuts her hair.

Kendall keeps the house clean
and cooks the meals and I do the work outside. I mow the hay,
assisted by a few men Dad has hired, and we bundle it up, load it
up on the truck, and drive it out to the cattle ranches and
wholesalers that buy it from us. When the corn is ready, the other
guys are working in Boise, Twin Falls, wherever they can find
seasonal work, and I work our farm alone. Three days a week, I
shuck the corn myself, from dawn to dusk, hardly able to wait until
I’m able to shower the awful, itchy husk residue off. On the other
three or four days of the week, I sell it, sitting at our little
stand at the end of our driveway, a quarter mile from the house,
from about seven a.m. until the sun is down.

When beet season comes, Dad
drives me seven miles north, toward Snake River, to work at the
sugar beet processing station for a few extra dollars. At night, I
sit with Mom until one or two in the morning. I don’t want her to
die alone, and Dad is exhausted. Sometimes he comes in and tries to
talk me into going to bed and getting a little sleep. Sometimes
he’s successful.

Toward the end, I’m so tired of
watching Mom suffer, I actually pray for her to die, and she
finally does, the day after Christmas, almost a year to the day
from when she was diagnosed. Dad says she just wanted one last
holiday with us. I’m crippled by anguish and guilt for weeks. I’m
twelve years old.

 


1999

 


Two years later, Dad meets
Helena Hopkins. He meets her at some barbecue of one of his friends
in Snake River, which is the only thing resembling a ‘large town’
anywhere near our house. She’s an out-of-towner, from the
million-times-bigger Kansas City, visiting friends she made around
here some years back. Upon meeting her, my first impression is the
same as anyone else who meets her: cold, unfriendly, unsmiling.
Helena is Mom’s polar opposite. And yet, somehow, something clicks
between this strange woman and my dad. I haven’t the foggiest idea
what it is. He takes her to a nice Mexican diner in Snake River a
few days after meeting her. He offers to take her to a movie, but
she declines. “I don’t go to movies.” She flies back to K.C. for a
few weeks, and Dad calls her every night.

Is he lonely? Is he desperate?
For a female companion to ease the pain of losing Mom? If so, why
Helena? There are hundreds of other women in the Snake River area,
women who say they like him. They say he’s cute, like Tom Hanks.
And they want to mother me and Kendall. I can’t figure it out, why
Dad latches on to Helena, of all people. She’s not friendly or
engaging or charismatic. She’s not even a standout in the looks
department. She already has grey hair and wrinkles, even though
she’s five years younger than he. She looks twenty years older.
Once, he suggests that she’d look younger, even more
attractive (WTF?), if she dyed her hair to cover up all the
grey.

In reply, she scoffs, “Why
should I dye my hair for you? God made it grey by the time I
was thirty-five, and I figure if that’s what He wants, who am I to
change it? It’s not even my hair! Jesus bought me back from sin, so
it’s His hair!” Her piousness is at the forefront of her
personality even then. They don’t have, and never have had,
anything in common.

Is it about us kids? Is Dad
concerned that we’ve been growing up without a mother in the home?
Why Helena? I ask again. I never know how to ask Dad, in the years
since Helena came back and agreed to marry him, why
Helena?

 


And now I’ll never have a
chance to ask, because he’s in a coma.

 


I have had a theory on why she
had to be the one. It’s something very powerful that has driven him
to this selection for a second wife. Helena lives a certain kind of
life, follows a distinct code of conduct, projects a very specific
image to the public, and the package she presents, the whole of
Helena Hopkins, has made an indelible impression. Her life has been
wrapped up in the church she’s belonged to since 1971.

Not once has he ever
accompanied her to one of her church services when she’s asked
sweetly. Not even when she’s dished out fire and brimstone threats:
“You need to get right with God, Jerome!”

But when our new stepmother
invites Kendall and I to go to her church, the Holiness Tabernacle
in Snake River—a beat-up little building of grey cinder blocks on
its own poorly paved dead-end street—Dad seems pleased.
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I like her church at first. I
have fun, meeting new friends, going to the Sunday services and
revival meetings and out to eat dinner with lots of friendly adults
and kids after each church function. It feels good to be able to
‘celebrate my salvation’, to dance and run around the pews, instead
of standing there and singing solemnly and being bored like I’d
been while visiting other churches.

A few weeks after my first
visit, they ask me to join. I get baptised and everything, make
this big commitment to ‘God’ without really thinking about what I’m
doing.

It’s as simple as this: I’m
feeling happy again. I’m feeling joy again. After losing my mom, it
feels good to have a ‘mother’ again. It feels good to have my
stepmother love and approve of me, and naturally, at the age of
fourteen, I don’t realise what it’s taking from me to get her love
and approval.

I go to a lot of prayer
meetings, which are fun. They are like spiritual keggers. A lot of
them call it ‘getting drunk on new wine’. A whole group of us meets
at someone’s house, and we pray and cry and worship for hours on
end. I cry until my eyes hurt, until my head pounds, just as if I’m
really getting drunk.

I consider myself a very
sensitive person, and I cry easily when I’m moved by the Spirit.
The other boys in church laugh at me at times, but I don’t
care…until Pastor Hughes—the rotund minister who has run this
church the past twenty years—takes me aside one day, and with a
cheerful chuckle, advises me to be more ‘manly’ in my prayers. It’s
rather confusing, I’ll say, and it’s taxing, trying to ‘know’ what
pleases these people.

The Holiness Church has a very
strict and precise dress code—one that differs radically from those
of other churches I’ve been to. They call them ‘standards’. For
example: even in the heat of summer, kids are not allowed to wear
shorts, or tank tops or even t-shirts. Our shirt sleeves have to
reach to mid-elbow, no shorter. This applies to both sexes.

Everyone else seems okay with
these holiness standards, but I feel constricted, bound—I don’t
understand why they feel these rules are necessary. Why is my being
physically uncomfortable a requirement to get into God’s Pearly
Gates? In the summer, I feel like I’m broiling alive, and the sweat
stains in my armpits are so embarrassing.

But I keep my silence and hope
I’ll get used to it.

 


Kendall joins the church about
a month after I do. She actually joins—something Kendall doesn’t do
readily (she prides herself on not being a ‘joiner’ or a
‘follower’).

She’s just not like most of the
young women in the church. She’s never been one to spend hours on
Sunday mornings curling her hair or fastening it with elaborate
hair clips or decorative bobby pins. Most of the young ladies wear
rhinestones, chopsticks, even those banana clips and ‘bear trap’
things. Kendall is content just tying her hair in a simple,
unadorned ponytail behind her.

Most of the girls like lacy,
frilly, pastel- and rainbow-coloured dresses and pretty high-heeled
shoes. My sister likes plaid shirts, solid skirts, and sneakers. Ma
keeps yowling about how Kendall dresses like she’s heading outside
to work in the garden rather than going to church. For a while,
Kendall cheerfully ignores Helena, even after our pastor directs
one of his sermons right at Kendall. “Young girls today, dressin’
in those combat boots, those Doc Martens…in those goth and vampire
fashions! Do you know what that is, people? That’s rebellion!
That’s what it is! It’s rebellion against God! Young women are
supposed to be ladies, amen!”

“Amen!” answers the
congregation.

“When I see a young woman
swaggering around like she’s a man, I get sick to my stomach!” the
preacher thunders.

Kendall has always walked like
‘a boy’, according to my stepmother.

“When I see a young woman
dressing like a truck driver, wearing work boots or sport shoes, it
makes me physically ill!”

“That’s right,” voices chime in
from the pews.

“When God looks down upon the
young women of this world, he wants to see beauty, loveliness, and
above all, submission! Amen!”

“Amen, brother!”

“Woman is the weaker vessel!”
he shouts from his place above the rest of us. “The head of every
man is God, and the head of every woman is the man! Don’t you
agree?”

What else can they say?
“Amen!”

“The Bible says, men shall not
wear what pertaineth to a woman, and vice versa! God doesn’t want
men going around looking like sissies and He doesn’t want women
looking like big, hulking men! Disgusting!”

The girls and women are not
allowed to wear shorts, pants or any two-legged garment, including
culottes, or as Mom used to call them, ‘pedal pushers’. They cannot
wear cosmetics or jewellery, and though they are encouraged to
style their hair attractively, they are not allowed to cut or
colour it in any way.

The wheels in my mind are
spinning, Didn’t men in the days of the Bible wear dresses the
same as women? Who decided pants are a man’s garment only?
Shouldn’t men be the ones to wear skirts for decency’s sake? Men
are the ones with the big dick and the ball sack hanging down!
Women’s genitals are all on the inside!

If the truth be told, I’d
love to wear some of the beautiful dresses, hair clamps and
shoes these church girls are so lucky to wear.

But as long as I go to church
here, I’m not allowed even to grow my hair long enough to put a bow
or a pretty sequin clip in it because…I’m a boy. All boys are to
keep their hair cut very short.

Kendall, on the other hand, had
been wanting to cut her hair short. She doesn’t dare tell anyone
but me.

My sister isn’t like me. She
likes the stuff that only boys are supposed to like.

 


One Wednesday evening following
Bible study, I’m waiting for Ma to finish yapping with her lady
friends and get into the car with us to go home. We’re giving Gina,
a girl Kendall’s recently befriended, a ride home. Gina is a
Mexican/Indian girl who joined the church not long before we did.
She’s kind of like my sister. I’ve noticed that she walks with a
swagger in her shoulders and wears plaid shirts and denim skirts.
The one difference is that Gina really takes that ‘women covering
their heads in God’s house’ literally. Most of our women think
uncut hair is a sufficient ‘covering’. Gina wears scarves wrapped
around her head or pretty kerchiefs pinned to her hair.

As I walk along the sidewalk in
the dark, I hear two familiar voices giggling. As my eyes
focus—this is before I was injured—I make out the shadows of my
sister and Gina. I watch them for a few moments. Gina’s leaning
against the cinder block wall of the church and Kendall is
standing…so close to her…

After I understand what is
happening, I decide to go back around and through the sanctuary to
get to our car. On the way home, as I sit in the front seat, my
eyes catch the smiles on the faces of my sister and her
girlfriend.

And I’m thrilled for them.

 


For the most part, though, my
sister is miserable in church. Short, stocky, broad-shouldered,
thin-lipped and unruly-haired, she stands out like a sore thumb, in
stark, painful contrast to the other girls in the church. She
inherited Mom’s skin, not Dad’s, so she has a golden complexion
that’s darkened still more from years of outdoor work. A tomboy by
nature, Kendall is awkward and clumsy, not petite and delicate.

“Too bad you’re not slender
like that lovely Tiffani,” Helena eagerly points out to my sister
as Kendall tries to stuff herself into a graceful one-piece dress.
“So tall, so slender and refined. You’re more like a football
player.”

I, on the other hand, look like
my dad: wavy light-brown hair, fair skin, and blue eyes, and I’m
shooting up like a cornstalk, and my stepmother takes special joy
in taking me to Twin Falls and Boise and buying me nice slacks,
silk shirts and ties, belts, button-up shirts, and shiny shoes. “So
handsome!” she exclaims. “You could be a minister! You should go to
Bible college and get ordained!”

I’m the prince and Kendall is
the frog, warts and all. One night, I overhear Helena talking on
the phone to her sister in Kansas City. She’s talking about me,
Kendall, and the Holyghost (that’s how it’s said in the church,
Holyghost, like one quick word): “Well, Walter is
in…he has the Holyghost, and he’s pretty dedicated.
Kendall…well…she goes, but I don’t know. She just doesn’t
seem very sincere to me, so I just don’t know…”

 


As the months pass, Helena
becomes more and more partial to me and more and more of a bully to
Kendall. No matter what my sister does to try to please Ma, it’s
never good enough. She tries to fix her hair just so, using things
she hates—stiff, sticky hairspray and hot rollers that burn her
fingers—and her stubborn hair remains limp and flat. She cuts pizza
and soda out of her diet in order to make her lose weight and get
her skin to clear up a little. She tries and tries, and the Kendall
I have always known—the robust, feisty,
fuck-you-if-you-don’t-accept-me-as-I-am Kendall—vanishes from my
sight, eclipsed by Ma’s continual badgering: “You’re fat, you’re
dumpy, you’re boyish and plain.” “Too bad make-up ain’t allowed.
You’re one gal who really needs it!”

Before I can think to defend my
poor sister, Ma turns to me, all smiles and gushes, “Oh, Walter!
You look so handsome today! So tall and clean-cut!” I flinch in
secret chagrin.

I watch Kendall become more and
more depressed. Her weight is up and down. She develops bulimia,
pushing her hand down her throat and abusing laxatives. It will
take her at least five years after leaving the church to recover
from her eating disorder.

I tell Kendall I couldn’t blame
her if she hates me.

She runs her hand gently though
my hair and looks sad. “I don’t hate you, Wawa. You’re my little
brother. You’re my sweetheart. But I’m telling you, you need to
think about what’s happening. I’m not worried about myself. I’m
about to tell Helena to stick her church up her ass as far as it
will go. I’m worried about you.”

“Why?” I ask, because I really
don’t know. Not yet.

“I have a very bad feeling
about this church, and about her. Something’s not right. I don’t
like her, Wawa. I’m sorry. I just don’t like her. I’m very, very
worried. I can’t put my finger on what it is, but she gives me the
willies.”

I want her to explain her fears
clearly to me, but then again, I doubt I’ll understand, or even
listen. I’m deeply entrenched, torn between wanting to live the
‘good’ life and keep my stepmother’s favour, and wanting to be who
I know I am underneath the layers of programming and
propaganda.

I can’t help but silently cheer
when Kendall does just what she said she’d do. Gina has recently
left the Holiness Church and moved to Boise to begin college.
Kendall announces her intention to leave as well, and Helena calls
her a backslider and a reprobate, tells her she’s going to hell,
“Where the fire burns but does not consume!” My sister endures
several weeks of Helena’s nonstop browbeatings.

When Ma ambushes Kendall by
arranging an unannounced visit from Pastor Hughes, Dad finally
steps in.

“Now, listen, Helena, dear,
Kendall’s a grown woman. She decided she wanted something else in
life. Leave her be!”

Helena and Pastor Hughes
proceed to gang up on both Kendall and Dad. Helena begins to scream
hellfire and brimstone at Dad, and Pastor Hughes sits down in the
recliner, nodding, and saying, “Yeah, you tell ’im, Sister! You
tell ’im how it works! Praise the Lord! Hallelujah! Praise God!
That’s right! They don’t wanna hear the truth! They don’t wanna
hear the Word of God! You tell ’im the truth, Sister Helena!”

As politely as he possibly can,
Dad asks the minister to leave and not return, and I feel something
change inside of me.

Helena continues her harassment
of Kendall until my sister is driven to move out, and she happily
joins Gina in Boise. It’s lonely without her. Helena promptly moves
into Kendall’s room. Dad retreats into himself, and I sit silently,
watching TV with him, as he finally realises his wife is not a wife
at all. I begin to notice the cold more. Our house becomes
saturated with cold. There’s always a breeze, a draft, no matter
where I sit. The only time I feel warm is when I’m under my quilts
and my electric blanket.

 


I remain in the church for a
little over two years. But it isn’t because I adore being
there.

It’s because I’m afraid to
leave.

I’ve been taught to be afraid
to leave.

Still, there are times that my
mind is clear.

One day, our pastor notices the
gold bracelet I removed from Mom’s wrist and put around my own.
“You can’t wear that, son,” he says.

“Excuse me?”

“We don’t wear gold and
fineries. We’re the People of God. We came out of Egypt, and in
doing so, we cast away our spoils—gold, jewellery, riches.”

I interrupt him, “I appreciate
that, but this was my mother’s, my real mother’s. I’ve worn
it since she died. I don’t take it off.”

“I’m sorry about your mother,”
Brother Hughes says, “but I’d appreciate it very much if you didn’t
wear it.”

“To church?”

“No, I mean at all. We don’t
wear jewellery.”

“Well, I’m sorry if it offends
you,” I say firmly, “but I’m not taking it off.”

“I think you have a bad
attitude, son,” he says curtly.

“I’m sorry if I’ve offended
you,” I reply cordially. “The bracelet stays.”

The look on his face…I’m almost
worried he’s going to keel over and die of a heart attack. But he
just says, “Humph!” and lumbers away to talk to someone else.

Sometimes I surprise
myself.
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My body would grow soft and
unused if not for my labours on the farm. We’re not permitted to
play sports in school. I’m never given a straight answer when I ask
why, except something about how it encourages envy and competition
and fighting, along with the desire to leave the ‘flock’ for
pro-sports. Once I suggest to some of the youth that it would be
fun to go bowling, and they shake their heads. “We’re not allowed
to go to bowling alleys. People drink and gamble.”

I’m in prison and I want
freedom. I know, that after two years, if I’m not happy with life
in this religion by now, I never will be. It takes a very
long time to physically and mentally extricate myself from
twenty-six months of steady indoctrination. I know my stepmother
will not take my decision kindly. This church is everything to her.
Everything. Her love for her faith overshadows everything,
including her marriage.

I’ve watched her interactions
with my dad, and have asked myself, what kind of marriage is
this? They never hug or kiss. They barely even speak to each
other, except when they discuss the price of wholesale corn in
relation to the skyrocketing cost of gasoline. I see he wishes
she’d be more affectionate to him, drop her nun-like persona and
act like she has warm blood in her veins rather than Freon.

The loveless union still
bamboozles me. Why her? Why Helena? It isn’t a marriage,
it’s a farce. He went to a lot of trouble to get her into his life,
and he’s still lonely. I just don’t understand it. If I ever get
married, my marriage is going to be based on love. Before Helena
came into our family, I knew what it felt like to be loved. When we
lost Mom, there was still love. I’m not saying my dad stopped
loving me. He’s been the best. But when Mom died, I think something
in him died with her. He grieved over her a long time, and it was
lonely, and then he took a big misstep. Kendall somehow knew it
from day one.

Now I know. I went searching
for the love I lost in Helena’s church. My child’s instinct to seek
love and grab it when I’ve found it has always been strong, and my
need to retrieve what I lost with my real mother’s death blinded
me.

 


Kendall had to point it out to
me.

And I finally understand.

Helena’s love is not
real.
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Whenever I complain to Ma that
I believe the rules and dress codes are stupid, that I feel like a
prisoner to a bunch of people on a power trip, she sneers, “Your
Saviour suffered and died to buy back your sins. You sound like the
Hebrews screamin’ at Moses. Don’t be an ingrate like them! You need
to go pray through to the Holyghost! Kneel at your bed and humble
yourself. You don’t wanna end up like your sister!”

If that doesn’t work, if I
continue to gripe, her guilt trips do the trick. “I’m a sheep,” she
says piously. “I can be led. I follow my shepherd.” I
know when to shut up. My submission has always earned me points
with my stepmother, whereas Kendall, my very headstrong sister,
never knew when to admit defeat.

I try and try and try to get
her to love me.

Like a real mom loves her
kid.

I’m getting exhausted playing
this game.
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One night, I overhear Helena
and some of the older ladies in her church sitting around the table
talking. I don’t want to give details. Suffice it to say their
discussion grows darker and more frightening as the minutes pass.
After that night, I feel continually terrorised for no discernable
reason, except I keep hearing the creepy things they talked about.
I can’t erase that night from memory. I don’t understand how
Christian women can sit around a table talking about the evil
things of the devil. I thought we’re supposed to ‘give God the
glory’.

Dad can do little to assuage my
fears. He’s a basket case now himself. He seems to vanish before my
eyes. Helena continues to cook meals for us after we’ve put in a
long day’s labour. She washes the dishes and keeps the house
straightened up. So what? She does it because she says she can’t
stand a cluttered house. Besides, Dad and I clean and do laundry
and dishes too.
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