



[image: image]








DRY COUNTY


JAKE HINKSON


[image: image]






For my friend


Oliver Gallmeister






God owns heaven


but He craves the earth


—Anne Sexton






PART ONE SATURDAY MORNING






ONE RICHARD WEATHERFORD


The cell phone on my nightstand tremors just before daybreak. At first, I fear that something has happened to a member of my congregation. More than once, I’ve been awakened by the news of a car crash out on the highway, or a family left homeless by a house fire, or someone shaken by the prognosis of cancer. Taking only a moment to rub sleep from my eyes, I steel myself for any of these crises, but when I lift the glowing blue screen to my face and see Gary’s number, I almost curse. Slipping out of the sheets, with the phone spasming in my hand, I manage to cross the bedroom without waking my wife.


“Can you talk?” he asks.


My bare feet plod against the cool floors as I rush down the hallway, past the rooms where my children lay sleeping. I take the stairs two at a time. Once I’m safely to the bottom, I turn into the kitchen and whisper, “It’s four in the morning.”


“It’s five,” he says. “More like five.”


I glance at the digital readout on the microwave. 4:56.


I want to yell at him, but I can’t, so my voice comes out in a choked and angry rasp. “I’m in bed with my wife.”


“You’re talking to me from your bed?”


“No. I got out of bed and came downstairs when my phone vibrated.”


Although I’m trying to speak softly, my voice echoes in the large, unoccupied spaces of my home. I have always loved how our enormous kitchen feeds into the dining room, which in turn opens into the living room that runs along the front of the house. Now, however, all this space seems to amplify my whispers into announcements at a ballpark.


I hurry down the hallway to the basement door.


He says, “You were supposed to meet me yesterday.”


I ease the door shut behind me. “And you think calling me at home first thing in the morning is the smart thing to do?”


“Did Penny hear the phone go off?”


“Don’t say her name.”


I clomp down the wooden basement steps and pace the concrete floor between the boys’ weight bench and dusty boxes of old knickknacks stacked against the wall.


“Do you hear me?” I say. “Don’t say her name.”


“Sensitive,” he says. “What if I just hang up the phone? Then what happens?”


Steadying myself against a box labeled Christmas Ornaments in Penny’s immaculate handwriting, I say, “No. Please, don’t.”


“We need to talk,” he says. “Today.”


Taking a deep breath, I think, This is what I get. This is what a fool gets.


“It would be difficult for me to get away today. It’s the busiest time of the year for me. There are things I have to tend to. A lot of things. I can’t just leave town.”


“Then let’s meet in town.”


“Gary, no.”


“We’re just going to talk. And it doesn’t have to be a long conversation, either. But it has to happen today. I mean it. I’m not giving you a choice about this.”


I find another breath. “Where do you want to meet?”


“Your office.”


“I’m not meeting you at the church. Don’t be stupid.”


“Watch your fucking mouth, Richard.”


“I’m not . . . Look, I’m sorry. I’m just saying, think about it. It’s the worst place to meet. People will be going in and out of there all day today.”


“On a Saturday?”


“Tomorrow’s Easter. We have the final preparations for the Passion Play. Musicians, actors, sound and lighting people. The Ladies’ Auxiliary will be running in and out of there helping set things up.”


“Okay then. Down behind the school.”


“You mean that pit back there?”


“Yeah.”


“But if someone sees us it will only draw attention to us. You know what I mean?”


“Hey, it’s up to you. We can meet in public and try to blend in, or we can meet in secret and try not to get caught. You decide.”


I rub my face. “Behind the school, then.”


“When can you come?”


“The sooner the better. How about an hour? Can you be there in an hour?”


“Yes.”


“Okay.”


“Richard?”


“What?”


“If you don’t show up today, we’re going to move into the consequences phase of things.”


I’m standing in my pajama bottoms, in an old T-shirt, with the basement’s concrete floor cold against my feet, and I’m frightened beyond measure at the danger posed to me by this boy, but, even so, my voice sounds indignant when I tell him, “I’ll be there.”
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I climb the wooden steps, my feet numb and dirty. I go upstairs and try to slip as quietly as I can back into our bedroom.


In my absence, the first faint overtures of the coming sun have lightened the sky outside our windows to a bright, misty gray. Penny turns over to look at me.


“What is it?” she asks.


Reentering the warmth of our bed, I tell her, “Terry Baltimore.”


I am amazed how easily this lie comes, not just in its speed but in its perfection. Terry Baltimore is a shattered remnant of a man, all that remains of a life squandered in drunken oblivion. He is one of those men who sporadically appears at any church. He has learned the words to say—he tells me he has given his ruined life to Christ and wants to walk the straight and narrow from here on out—but he still has the stink about him. Not just the stink of booze, but the stink of defeat. I believe that Christ can redeem anyone, but I learned long ago that he will not redeem everyone. For the Terry Baltimores of the world, Christ is just another hustle. I know this, and I endure it because it’s my job. My job is not to save Terry Baltimore; my job is to talk the talk of redemption until Terry Baltimore finally decides to move on. They always do. Once they’ve exhausted the goodwill and disposable charity of some of our older or more gullible church members, the Terry Baltimores always leave without a word, without a trace, never to be heard from again.


“It’s five o’clock in the morning,” Penny tells me.


“I know. I gather Terry had a long night.”


“Ugh.”


Again, I’m struck by the perfection of my lie. Penny has a good heart, and her faith is real, but her sense of Christian obligation never strays far from her own comfort. She likes teaching third-grade Sunday school and having luncheons with the ladies because she gets to lead the prayers. She is not one to linger in the grimy, broken world of the Terry Baltimores, faith or no faith. Of all our congregants, Terry is the one she is most likely to believe the worst of and the one she is least likely to speak to about it. He is the perfect excuse.


“Well,” she says, “what did he want?”


“He wants to see me, wants to pray with me. I take it he’s having a crisis of faith.”


“When?”


“Now.”


“Now? It’s—”


“I know what time it is, dear.”


“On the Saturday before Easter, of all days.”


“I pointed that out to him.”


“I bet you didn’t. What does he want to pray about?”


I shrug.


She asks, “And you’re going to go?”


I turn to her. It’s funny, but I’m actually disappointed in her lack of charity. “Don’t you think I should? In your heart of hearts, do you think the Lord wants me to lie here in bed while a man who has called me for help languishes on the other side of town?”


She hugs her body pillow and closes her eyes.


I tell her, “I’ll run over there and . . . do whatever. Then I’ll be back. An hour, tops.”


“Okay,” she says. “Just try not to wake up your children, please. The little ones are going to come jumping on me the second their eyes open.”


I kiss her forehead and walk to the bathroom. I would like to throw on some clothes and go now, but I should do this as normally as possible. I should get ready and conduct myself as if nothing’s out of the ordinary, and that means adhering to my usual morning regimen.


Running the shower until it’s hot, I undress and get in. The scalding water lashes my skin, shocking any remaining sluggishness out of me. I lather up. I clean my body, but when I shut off the water and step from the shower, my steaming skin still dripping, a groan escapes my throat, involuntarily.


God, I am so sorry.


Please help me.


Please make him leave.


I wrap a towel around my waist and shave my face over the sink. My hair is plastered to my scalp, accentuating my large features. I’m handsome, in a makeshift kind of way. Photographed at a good angle—as I was for the staff picture on our church website—I am a good-looking man. Caught at the wrong angle, however, my attractiveness looks as if it were assembled from spare parts. My ears stick out a bit, my nose is disproportionate to my cheeks, and my lips slightly overwhelm my jaw.


That’s the way it looks to me this morning, less like a face that God made and more like some kind of genetic accident.


I shake my head. The mirror is the quickest route away from God.
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By the time I leave to go meet Gary, sunlight is creeping through the trees at the edge of my yard and the neighborhood is yawning and stretching itself awake. I back the Odyssey out of the driveway and wave at Mr. Newman, who is retrieving his paper from the lawn next door.


He waves at me, then points to the sign in his yard that reads: KEEP VAN BUREN COUNTY DRY.


I have the same sign, of course. We give each other a thumbs-up.


Down the street, Carrie Close is loading her children into her hatchback. Her boy Allen has his swimming lessons down in Little Rock on Saturdays, and she has to leave early to get there on time. Carrie seems to be speaking harshly to Allen and his younger sisters as she shuts the rear door, but when she sees me, she smiles and waves.


At the end of the road, I turn onto School Hill Road. Climbing the hill, I pass a large red truck blasting music. The music is country, I suppose, though twenty-five years ago, when I was in high school, it would have been considered rock. Either way, it’s turned up too loud for an early Saturday morning.


School Hill Road swings past the high school. Down the hill, past the middle and elementary school buildings, the blacktop disintegrates into a gravel road that runs by the rodeo arena—a large dirt pen flanked by unpainted bleachers, with an announcer’s box in the middle. Past that, before the road reaches the baseball field, I turn right across an empty green field toward the trees.


I didn’t grow up in Stock, so I didn’t learn the town’s nooks and crannies as a child. Since I was called to pastor this church ten years ago, however, Penny and I have raised our children here. Although the older ones, all college age, were born when we lived in North Carolina, they came of age in Arkansas. The little ones were born here and have never known anything else. As a result, my children are natives of this place, while, in some ways, I think I’ll always feel like an immigrant freshly arrived on its strange shores. The kids have taught me its language, showed me its customs. They’ve also taught me certain things through the gossip they’ve brought home. And one thing I know about is the hidden pit near the trees between the rodeo ring and the baseball diamond.


The field looks normal from the gravel road, just a grassy slope gently rising toward the tree line. If you turn off the road and drive toward the trees, however, you discover that after rising for a bit the ground suddenly plunges into a large pit that’s invisible to the road. This, I am told, is where the bad kids go to drink.


I pull up to the edge of the worn earthen crater. At its charred center, a bonfire’s remains look like the impact site of a bomb. I get out of the mini-van and tromp down the loose dirt to this scarred, blackened soil. Old beer cans. A broken bottle. Cigarette butts.


“Good morning, Brother Weatherford,” Gary says, walking out of the trees, his hands in the pockets of his dark jeans.


I scan the top of the pit.


“There’s no one around,” he says. He slides down the crumbling crater wall and stops on the other side of the ashes. “Kids don’t come out here this early, so neither do the cops.”


His narrow face is pale, and he’s wearing a dark windbreaker over a black T-shirt with some secular band on it. He’s a college dropout, but in the diffuse morning light, he almost looks too young to have been to university. The sight of him slightly nauseates me.


“You know you can’t call me,” I tell him. “What were you thinking?”


“I was thinking about how I drove all the way to Petit Jean and sat there for an hour waiting for you.”


“I told you I was busy. My kids are all in town for Easter.”


“Don’t hide behind your children,” he says. “It’s so gross.”


My face flushes. “I’m here now.”


“Then let’s get to it. Where’s my money?”


“Your money? You mean my money.”


“Which you said you would give to me.”


“I said I’d think about it.”


“Why are you doing this to me, Richard?”


“What am I doing to you?”


“You’re forcing me to hurt you. I don’t want to do that. That’s not who I am.”


“Really? You’re not blackmailing me?”


He stares at me with the kind of disappointment that I sometimes use against my children. No one else in my life, not even Penny, ever regards me with such open condescension. I hate myself for giving him that kind of power.


He says, “We agreed together that the best thing for me was to move on, to get out of this shithole and start over somewhere else. Hell, it was your idea.”


“All I said was—”


He dismisses my defense with a wave of his hand. “I only want what you promised me. If you want to stand here and debate, we can do that, but every second we do we run the risk of someone seeing us together.”


I look up at the top of the pit, bare dirt against a limestone blue sky.


Gary says, “See? That’s what this is all about. You don’t want to be seen with me. Ever. You don’t want people to know about us. Ever. You got what you wanted from me, and now you want me to just disappear. But that can’t happen until you give me thirty thousand dollars. You understand that? I’m not blackmailing you. You’re paying me to move away and act like I don’t know you. It’s about what you want me to do. I’m just not going to do it for free.”


I rub my eyes. “Where am I supposed to get thirty thousand dollars?”


“You’re the one always telling me how successful you are. You can get that much.”


“Not like that, not with no one knowing. I don’t just have thirty grand stuck in a drawer somewhere.”


“Well, you need to find it somewhere,” he says calmly, like he’s telling a child to clean their room. “I’m done waiting.” He turns his attention back to the mound of cold ashes and charred beer cans. “If you don’t help me out, then I guess I’ll just stay in town and tell the truth.”


“You really want to be the local scandal?”


With a smile, he shakes his head and kicks some dirt into the ashes. “These rednecks have been calling me a faggot since the fifth grade, Richard. They’ll just say, ‘We knew it.’ You’re the one with the good reputation hanging around his neck like a noose.”


Trying to sound confident, I try the only thing I have left. I tell him, “It would be my word against yours. People would believe me.”


“Some would, sure. But honestly, how many people would have to believe me before it ruined your reputation with everyone? Ten? Five? One?” Gary nudges a broken bottle with the toe of his boot. “Really, all it would take is Penny.”


I want to step through the ashes and grab him, ball up his shirt in my fist, and hit him as hard as I can. But I can’t move.


“What did you say to me?” is all I can get out.


He turns his face to me now, his expression almost pitying. As if he’s being the most reasonable man in the world, he says, “It’s all up to you, Richard. If you give me the money to leave, I’ll leave. I’ll just go away. And then your life can be normal again. Isn’t that what you want?”


My head swims, and I have to close my eyes to keep from losing my balance. “I’ll kill you if you go near my family . . . ,” I say.


The threat doesn’t faze him at all. He just says, “It would be a lot easier to help me leave town.”


When I open my eyes, they’re wet. My mouth is dry. There’s a ringing in my ears. It’s as if he has slapped me.


Blood-pink splotches mottle his pale face, and his slender chest rises against his shirt, but his eyes are as empty as a school shooter’s.


He’s not just a boy. He can really do this. He knows what to say, and he knows who to say it to.


“All right, goddamn you,” I say, taking the Lord’s name in vain for the first time in years. “I’ll get you your money.”






TWO BRIAN HARTEN


The motherfucking car alarm wakes me up. I’ve always hated that thing. Roxie had it put in as a birthday present one year. “Who’s gonna steal my car in Stock?” I asked her. She said I was an ungrateful asshole.


Fair enough. Now she’s gone, but I’ve still got the alarm.


Good thing this morning, I guess. The alarm is blaring away while I haul my ass out of bed—in nothing but boxers—and pull up the blinds.


Two guys in the parking lot of the apartment complex are loading my car onto a big white tow truck. One of them turns off my car alarm somehow. I’m not sure how he does that, but it just stops.


I run to the door and throw it open. “Hey!” I yell at the guy standing by the controls to the lift.


He’s as big as the truck. Got a big bald head white as the sun. He kinda gives me a side-eye glance but keeps working the levers.


The other guy comes around the side of the truck. He’s ratty, with a tiny mouth and fucked-up front teeth that pinch together like an ax-head.


He says, “Repossessed, man.”


“Fuck that. Put my car down.”


He holds up a piece of paper. “You Brian Harten?”


“Yeah.”


“This your car?”


“Yeah.”


“Been repossessed, man.”


I take the paper from him and wipe my ass with it and throw it on the ground.


“What do you think of that?” I say.


“C’mon, man, I ain’t even had breakfast yet,” the little rat says.


The big guy tells him, “I said you shoulda got something with me at McDonald’s.”


The little rat turns to him. “I done told you, man, I’m off the animals. For good.”


“Shoulda got a egg and cheese biscuit, then.”


“Animals and animal products, man. I’m off them.”


“You can’t be a vegan in this town,” the big guy says.


“Bullshit I can’t.”


“What are you gonna do, live on nuts and berries and shit?”


“Put my fucking car down!” I yell. I step toward the little guy.


“Whoa, Dude-in-His-Boxers,” he says, “just back up. You want to yell at someone, get on the phone and yell at your creditors. We can’t help you.” He turns to the big guy. “And you, man—you don’t even know what you’re talking about. You read that book I give you?”


“I ain’t reading a fucking book, man. I didn’t read books when they made us read books. And if I was gonna read a book, it wouldn’t be a book about fucking vegans and shit.”


“The animals, man.”


“Fuck the animals, man.”


“I can pay you guys,” I say. “Twenty bucks each. Just tell them you couldn’t find me.”


“Can’t do it, buddy.”


“Thirty bucks each.”


“Nope. Sorry. You should go call whoever you gotta call. We gotta take the car.”


I jab a finger into the rat’s scrawny shoulder. “You’re not listening to me, asshole. I need that car.”


He turns to me and puts his little face in mine, his nasty teeth sticking out from under his top lip. “Don’t touch me again. Ain’t gonna be a second warning.”


I step back and swing on him. I don’t know why. Fucking dumb. I’m out here, one pair of boxer shorts between my bare dick and the whole world, and I swing on him.


I get him in the face, but it hurts my hand more than it hurts him, and then he turns into Jason Bourne all the sudden. Hits me three times before I can blink, then sweeps my legs and drops me to the pavement. Gives me one more punch in the face to get the point across.


I cover up. He backs off and calls me a shithead.


The big guy is laughing his ass off.


They load into the truck. The little guy is rubbing his knuckles and cussing me, and the big guy is saying, “Kung Tofu, my man!”


They drive off, and I watch my car disappear down the street.


I get up. Put a hand to my nose. My face feels like it’s blowing up like a balloon. Blood drips down on my hairy white belly. My leg is scraped where I hit the pavement.


“Fuck.”


I turn around to limp back inside, and every neighbor I have is peeking out their blinds. I flip off all of them and go to my door.


Locked.


I cuss that door like it fucked my wife.


God. Damn. It. All.


I hobble around to the back of the apartments. My patio gate is locked, so I stand on the air-conditioning unit and pull myself over, scrapping my leg in the process.


Please, Jesus. Let the sliding glass door—


It’s locked.


Cocksucker. Cock-fucking-sucker.


I unlock the patio gate and walk around to Erikson’s apartment and knock.


He comes to the door, and I can smell weed and bacon behind him. He’s dressed like he’s going somewhere, but he never leaves the apartments, so I guess he’s just up and at ’em early this morning.


“Seen what happened,” he says.


“Yeah, listen—”


“Got your ass kicked.”


“Yeah.”


“That ol’ boy was small, but he sure had some moves on him.”


“I’m locked out of my apartment.”


He looks me up and down and nods. He’s got the apartment keys on his belt. “Let’s go,” he says.


As I follow him to my door, he says, “Repossessed your ride, huh?”


“I reckon.”


“That mean you’re gonna have trouble making rent?”


“No.”


He shoots me a look over his shoulder.


“Hey, man,” I tell him, “I pay you when the rent is due. ’Til then, you ain’t got any right to hassle me about it.”


We get to my door, and he unlocks it. “Front-door service,” he says.


“Yeah. Thanks.”


He looks at the blood smeared across my gut. “That little feller sure whooped your ass.”
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I go inside and hop in the shower. They took my fucking car. I stick my head under the water.


Now what?


Ray. I need to go see Ray. He can loan me the cash.


After I check my face to make sure my nose ain’t broke, I get dressed and rush out the door.


As I cut through the town square, past the courthouse and Pickett’s, my nose still hurts. I keep touching it, afraid it’s going to start bleeding again. But it’s fine. Just hurts.


Stock.


I hate this town.


No, that ain’t true. I don’t hate it. I like it just fine. I just wish the assholes who run things around here would give me a break.


I get to the sidewalk that runs up School Hill Road and start climbing it. Fucker is steep. I ain’t walked it since I was a kid. Used to go down to Pickett’s to play Pac-Man in the foyer. Got busted shoplifting a Coke there once. Stupid thing to do. Lady let me go, though. She was pretty nice.


I pass through a little neighborhood. Nice houses, with signs in the yards that either read, TRUMP: MAKE AMERICA GREAT AGAIN or TED CRUZ 2016. Don’t see any Hillary or Bernie signs—not in this neighborhood, anyway—but just about every yard has a sign that reads, KEEP VAN BUREN COUNTY DRY.


Assholes. What happened to freedom in America, man? These people don’t give a shit about drinking. Not really. Half the people in this town have beer sitting in their fridge right now. These “Keep the County Dry” assholes just want to tell other people what to do. They don’t care who they hurt. It’s taken me six months just to get the quorum court to agree to have a vote on whether to put the measure on a special ballot.


Fucking local preachers fought me every step. Weatherford, that asshole from First Baptist, he’s the main one. It’s pathetic. Pathetic. You’re telling me that your whole damn mission in life is to make sure other people can’t buy a drink in town? Jesus turned water into wine, didn’t he? I brought that up at the last city council meeting. Weatherford said the wine was really just unfermented grape juice. Now how the fuck can he know that? JC’s wine was pinot fucking noir, for all Richard Weatherford knows.


Top of the hill, I turn onto Ray’s road. He’s got a small house, a front yard, one tree. I could live in a place like this if we get the store up and going. Nothing fancy, not at first. That’s how people screw up. Like all the rock stars and rappers and stuff. They get some money, and then they blow it all like idiots. Not me. I’m just gonna get me a little house with a yard to start out.


I knock on his door.


Takes a minute, but Ray opens up and looks surprised. “Hey, man . . .”


“They repossessed my car, dude.”


“What?”


“Guys came by this a.m. and hauled it off.”


“Shit.”


He walks outside, which is kind of funny. Usually we just go inside. Don’t think we’ve ever walked around his yard before, but that’s what he does. Hands in the back pockets of his jeans, hair shoved under a bandana, he looks around his property like he’s never seen it before.


“You think you could spot me the cash to get it back?” I ask. “I need some wheels to run around and do the shit we need to do before the vote. I’ll pay you back once the cash gets freed up.”


He takes a breath. “Yeah, listen, Brian, I’ve been thinking. Me and Lacy been talking. I think maybe . . . I think maybe the store ain’t gonna happen.”


I just stare at him for a minute before I can think to say, “What are you talking about?”


He lifts his hand and kinda gestures at everything all at once. “Dude, this town ain’t ready for a liquor store. We were talking last night, and Lacy made the point, she said, ‘You know, maybe in ten years, maybe in five, the town will be ready. But not now.’ I think that’s true. Just think about how everybody has lost their shit over this thing. I mean, they already made all these ‘Keep the County Dry’ signs, and that was just to stop the special ballot from happening. And now they’re talking like we might have to wait until the general election in November to put it in the ballot? November, man. They could keep putting this off forever. We moved too quick on this thing. Should have took it slower.”


I walk toward him. “Dude, what are you doing?”


“What? Nothing. I’m just—”


“Ray, don’t do this, man. All the money I got is tied up in this store. Hell, all the money I don’t got is tied up in this store. They fucking hauled off my car, man. I got nothing. You know what I’m saying? If we don’t get this store opened, I got nothing.”


He can’t even look at me. Stares at the ground like a pussy. “I’m sorry, Brian. I’m sorry as hell. If this thing would’ve come together the way we thought it was going to, we’d be in there already. And I loved the idea of having a place. You know I did.”


“Did? Dude, don’t talk like it’s already over.”


He takes a deep breath. “This is the hardest thing I’ve ever done, Brian, but I’m gonna need to back out.”


“Is this Lacy talking? Get her out here.” I start toward the house. “Let me talk to her.”


“She ain’t here, man.”


“Where is she?”


“Work.”


“Let’s go inside and talk about this.”


“I can’t. The kids are asleep.”


I jab my thumb at my heart. “I got kids, too, Ray. I got kids, too. What about my kids?”


He lowers his head like he’s just trying to wait out the storm, like I’m his alcoholic father or something. I can tell he doesn’t want to talk. He doesn’t have anything left to say. All he wants is for me to leave so he can go back inside.


“Ray . . .”


“I’m sorry, Brian. I’m sorry as hell. I know how much this means to you.”


“What are you going to do, man? Just keep working at the cement place?”


“Yeah.”


“You hate it.”


“No, I don’t,” he says. “I liked the idea of opening a store with you, sure. But I don’t hate my job. I’m gonna go to work on Monday like always, and I’ll be fine.”


“Yeah, well, I won’t. I told Tommy to go fuck himself, so I don’t have a job anymore.”


He shakes his head. “God. I’m sorry, man.”


“I thought I had a partner I could count on. That’s why I quit my job.”


“No.” His face gets hot, and he points at me. “You did that. Not me. Don’t put that on me. I didn’t tell my boss to go fuck himself. If you went off half-cocked on Tommy Weller, that’s on you.”


“You’re a fucking pussy, man. A pussy-whipped little . . . pussy who don’t know what being a man is all about.”


“What’s it about, Brian? You tell me.”


“It’s about following your dreams. It’s about believing in yourself.”


“You’re calling me a pussy? You sound like Céline Dion.”


I throw up my hands. “Forget it, man. Just please don’t do this. Just wait until the vote.”


“We back out now, we cut our losses, we can still get out of this thing without losing our asses.”


“Not me,” I say. “I need this store to open. I need it to open, Ray. I moved back here. I’m the one who put up the money for O’Keefe to hold the property for us.”


“Hey, man, I put up my share.”


“I know. I know. I’m just saying, I can’t take this hit. You got a job—two jobs with Lacy’s. I quit my job. I can’t take this hit, man. I’ll lose my ass. I’ll have to declare fucking bankruptcy.”


He hangs his head like it weighs a million pounds. He says, “I’m so sorry, Brian. I really am.” And the thing is, I know he’s sorry. He looks like he could start crying. But he doesn’t. Instead, he takes the heaviest breath I ever saw a man take, and he says, “I know you’re disappointed in me. We just moved too fast on this deal. Simple as that. Rookie mistake. We should have concentrated on getting the vote passed first. That’s as much my fault as yours. I really thought we had it all locked up, too, but we didn’t. We were fucked the first time the quorum court refused to vote on it. We started losing money right then and there. And we got to face that. If we get out now, we’ll only lose what we already paid O’Keefe. That’s a hard loss, but it’s better than pumping more money and time into a place that ain’t never going to open. Not in this town. Not now. And that’s the bottom line. It’s just not going to happen, man. I’m sorry, but it’s just not going to happen.”


I want to say something to him. Call him a pussy again, cuss him out, beg him, but I’ve already shot my wad. I got nothing left. He goes to his door, opens it, and walks inside. He never looks back at me.






THREE SARABETH SIMMONS


Nicki Minaj blasts me out of my sleep. “No Frauds,” way too early, way too loud.


I reach for my phone. Shit. Pickett’s.


“I’m on my way,” I say.


“You’re late,” that fucking bitch tells me.


“I know,” I say, swinging my feet to the floor. “I’m on my way. I had car trouble.”


“You’re late,” she says again. It’s all she’s got to say.


I hang up.


I sit there on my bed for a second with my head in my hands. There’s a stabbing pain behind my right eye, and the whole inside of my head feels like it’s trying to get out. My stomach feels like it’s trying to get out, too, but I’m not going to puke. I’m not a puker.


I get up and walk to the bedroom door. I listen a second to see if Tommy is still here. He’s going to work today, I think. I don’t hear anything, so I open the door and stick my head out. Nothing.


I hurry to the bathroom and lock the door. I’m kind of shocked when I see my reflection in the mirror.


Maybe it’s just that I’m hungover, but I can’t believe that this is my face, my body. Gary says I’m beautiful, but Gary’s a sweetheart. My head is shaped like a box, but my chin is pointy. My eyes are too big, and my mouth is too small. My belly is bigger than my tits, and my ass is basically nonexistent.


Ugh.


I pee, and while I’m sitting there, I put my face in my hands. My weird-shaped head hates me this morning.


I need to stop drinking. I just turned nineteen years old, and I been drinking like I’m in a fucking country song since I was fifteen. It’s stupid.


I wash up. I don’t have time to take a shower, but I brush my teeth and put on deodorant. Then I pull on my cleanest jeans, dig a shirt out of the closet, grab my work vest, and head out the door.


I’m all the way down the hall before I realize Tommy and Momma are in the kitchen.


He’s just wearing boxers and socks, and his big gut is whiter than an uncooked turkey. Momma says he wears socks in bed, which I think might be the worst damn thing I ever heard. He’s sitting at the table polishing his old high school baseball trophies with a piece of suede while Momma cooks him breakfast. She’s wearing his shirt and a pair of pink panties. Just what I want to see first thing in the morning.


“Well, look who’s up bright and early,” Tommy says. He puts down the trophy. His hair is sticking out in all directions, and he’s sitting there in his underwear and dirty socks, but he’s got a look on his face like he’s about to conduct a job interview.


“Up late,” I say. “Gotta get to work.”


I sit down at the kitchen table and start putting on my socks and shoes.


“What time you supposed to be there?” he asks.


I shrug.


“This”—he mocks my shrug—“ain’t no time.”


Momma is making French toast. She doesn’t turn around, just keeps whisking eggs.


Tommy says, “So what time were you supposed to be at work?”


I’m tying my shoe. “I don’t have to tell you what time. I’m gonna get yelled at when I get there. Don’t need you yelling at me here.”


“You need somebody yelling at you here, I guess,” he says. “Ain’t supposed to go rolling in to work an hour late.”


I pull on my other shoe.


He says, “What would it be if everybody come in an hour late?”


I stop what I’m doing and stare at him. “I wish they would. Then people would stop giving me shit.” I go back to my shoes. “Besides, it ain’t any of your business what I do or when I do it.”


He turns to Momma’s back. “I don’t know what you were thinking raising a daughter to be like this one here. No man wants to be around this first thing in the morning.”


Momma puts some bread in the pan and moves it around with a fork.


Tommy looks back at me. “You could learn a thing or two from me, girl. You ever stop to consider that I’m the most successful motherfucker you know?”


“That’s a depressing thought.” I tie my other shoe.


He says, “I own four businesses.”


“I’ve heard.”


“Long as I’m paying the rent here—”


“You ain’t renting me,” I say.


“Long as I’m paying the rent around here—”


“And I get you a discount on groceries at Pickett’s.”


I stand up.


He stands up, too. “Long as I’m paying the rent around here,” he says, “I’ll say whatever the fuck I want to say.”


He just stands there like he’s making some big point.


I tell him, “Long as you’re standing up, why don’t you go put on some clothes.”


He smiles and looks at Momma’s back. She’s stacking the French toast on a plate. He turns back to me and pulls down the front of his boxers and shows me his hairy junk.
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