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teeth



Mama always hid her mouth when she laughed. Even when she spoke too gleefully, mouth stretched too wide by those happy muscles, teeth too visible. I can still recognize someone from my neighborhood by their teeth. Or lack of them. And whenever I do, I call these people family. I know immediately that I can trust them with my dog but not with the car keys and not to remember what time, exactly, they’re coming back for their kids. I know if we get into a fight and Johnny shows up we’ll agree that there has been “No problem, Officer, we’ll keep it down.”


I know what they hide when they hide those teeth. By the time Mama was fifteen she had three left that weren’t already black or getting there, and jagged. She had a long time to learn how to cover that smile. No matter how she looked otherwise, tall and long-legged, long brown hair, pale skin that held its flush, it was this something vulnerable about the mouth and eyes too that kept men coming back to her. The men would likely say this was due to her willingness to welcome them back, and Mama may have been an easy lay, but I’m cool with that because any easy lay will tell you, making it look easy is a lot of work. Still, no matter how fine she looked, especially after she got herself a set of fine white dentures for her twenty-fifth birthday, Mama never forgot how ugly she felt with those snaggly teeth. In her head, she never stopped being a rotten-mouthed girl.


It’s the same with being feebleminded. No matter how smart you might appear to be later with your set of diplomas on their fine white parchment, the mistakes you made before the real lessons sunk in never fade. No matter how high you hang those documents with their official seals and signatures, how shining and polished the frame, your reflection in the glass will never let you forget how stupid you felt when you didn’t know any better. You never stop seeing those gaps in your smile.





hope chest



Here are two things of mine: a glass unicorn with golden hooves, the body broken in several pieces, and what looks like a broken necklace. Did I break these? I stroke the horse’s thigh, this yes, but the necklace, no. The necklace came to me like this, links of smooth, small pebbles in shades of underwater. Each stone has clasps of metal on its ends or hardened bits of glue from where the clasps, once upon a time, connected. What is missing, what I do not have, is the letter that explains these stones, and what it is I’m to do with them now. The letter was written from my grandma to me on a late Christmas, written on onionskin paper (as she always wrote) and in black felt-tip (as she always wrote) with all of her usual underlines and emphasis, and I remember at least these words … these stones are like the women in our family, some disconnected, some lost, but each part of a greater chain and each beautiful in its own way. There were once many strands, but here are all that remain. It will be up to you to keep them together. I also know that these words were said better, so much better, by Grandma Shirley Rose. But she’s not here. What’s here are these stones, this broken horse, stacks of letters in felt-tip and onionskin, a tattered Girl Scout Handbook, a welfare file copied from carbon paper, burnt-out votives, shotgun shells, tennis shoes, one green thumb, and me. My name is Rory Dawn Hendrix, feebleminded daughter of a feebleminded daughter, herself the product of feebleminded stock. Welcome to the Calle.





boomtown



Just north of Reno and just south of nowhere is a town full of trailers and the front doors of the dirtiest ones open onto the Calle. When the Calle de las Flores trailer park was first under development on the rum-and-semen-stained outskirts of Reno, all of its streets were going to glow with the green of new money and freshly trimmed hedges and Spanish names that evoked the romance of the Old West. At the first curve off the I-395 a promise was erected of what was to come, bold white letters against a gold background, CALLE DE LAS FLORES—COME HOME TO THE NEW WEST. But soon after the first sewer lines were laid down and the first power lines were run up, the investors backed out because the Biggest Little City in the World was found to be exactly that, too little. With its dry, harsh climate and harsher reputation, Reno could not support suburbs of a middle-class kind, and the new home buyers needed to make the Calle’s property values thrive never arrived. Once the big money figured that out, the big money said adios and Calle de las Flores ended before it’d begun.


Broken in half during the first Sierra winter, what remains of the sign still stands at that first curve off the interstate. Warped by the weight of too much snow and disappointment, beat down by too many punches from the fists of Calle boys, the DE LAS FLORES have scattered to the winds. All that’s left to speak for the neighborhood that grew up around it is the word CALLE, its two Spanish L’s asking why on a desert-bleached sign.





roll call



Mama says my brothers were the only reason she’d not followed Grandma to the Calle years before, so when the boys left home to free fish from the ocean with their delinquent dad, we left Santa Cruz and the man who was my father in the rearview. Mama had come to Reno the first time years before that, when she was getting divorced from my brothers’ daddy. She’d had to stay here for six weeks to make it legal, and even in that short time was able to find a job, so she knew she could find work here again, running keno or making change, and Grandma Shirley agreed. Grandma used to live in California too but she moved here before I was born, moved for good after living here temporarily to finally escape marriage to Grandpa John, Mama’s dad. She found she could escape his memory easier here too. Not only that, the pay was higher and the rents were lower, so Grandma gave up the wet and wild nature of Santa Cruz for the death and dirt of Reno’s high desert in order to make a fresh start, and four years later so did we. By then, Grandma had put in her time, marking tickets behind one keno counter after another from Boomtown to the Strip before she eventually got a job tending bar at the Truck Stop right at the end of the Calle. The desert sand of the Calle couldn’t be more different from the sandy beaches of Santa Cruz, but the cement and glass and ringing slots of Reno’s downtown still felt more like home than anywhere else because this was the first place that ever delivered what both Hendrix women wanted—freedom from their husbands. The Biggest Little City in the World took them in and set them free, and after Mama had paid her own casino dues, she spent months of long nights picking up shifts for the bartenders that came and went at Grandma’s side until she finally got called down to the Truck Stop to talk about working a regular shift.


Mama parks next to the Four Humors Ice-Cream Truck, and inside the Truck Stop, the Ice Cream Man himself is parked on a barstool. Mama says that the Ice Cream Man spends a lot of time at her bar but it’s the first time I’ve seen him here, and as we walk past him all I can think about is all that ice cream sitting out in the sun while he sits in here in the dark. Mama sits me at a table by the jukebox and turns my head away from the bar, points me toward the toys she’s put on the table. “Stop staring now, R.D.,” she says, “and keep your fingers crossed.”


My favorite toys are ones Grandma made, crocheted and stuffed: a polar bear with green scarf and hat, a family of mice, the littlest one holding a red lace heart with Grandma’s careful “I love Rory D.” stitched across its front, a yellow chick inside a cracked egg bright with spring flowers. Every day I bring a different one to show-and-tell, and today Mama had Grandma Mouse and Mama Mouse in the car with her when she picked Baby Mouse and me up from first grade. At first we four just sit facing each other and pretend not to be nervous for Mama over at the bar, but then I start looking through the labels on the front of the jukebox and forget I was nervous at all. There’s “Silver Threads and Golden Needles” and “Don’t It Make My Brown Eyes Blue” and Mama always has quarters for “Blue Eyes Crying in the Rain” and I like “Me and You and a Dog Named Boo” and I like that I can watch the people at the bar reflected in the jukebox’s glass case. There are two regulars I know, the Ice Cream Man and Dennis, but Mama is talking with a dark-haired woman I don’t know and can barely see, she is so short and tucked away on the other side of the bar.


I see Dennis has a pile of toilet paper in front of him and I know what he’s doing. Every time we come in to say hi to Grandma, Dennis gets up from his place at the very end of the bar, goes into the bathroom, and comes out a minute later. He takes toilet paper back to his seat where he sits squishing and turning and rolling it into the shape of a rose. It’s always a rose and it’s always for me. The first time he gave me one, he put his empty hand out for me to shake and I felt Mama go stiff and dangerous beside me. Grandma spoke up, soothing, “Jo, Dennis has been here longer than the Truck Stop has.” And to me, “R.D., would you look at that flower.” I shook Dennis’s big hand, which felt too rough to grow a flower out of TP, and said thank you and he went back to his seat. There are ten toilet-paper flowers on the shelf by my bed, and number eleven is interrupted when the Truck Stop door opens and in walks Timmy’s mom. I know Timmy from sometimes when we get babysat together so I know his mom too, but today the Hardware Man is hanging on his mom’s arm and I forget what I’m doing and drop Baby Mouse down the side of the jukebox remembering how the Hardware Man brought Mama in one night after driving her home from the Truck Stop. I watched his shadow over Grandma’s shoulder when she leaned down to hug me and whisper goodnight, but he didn’t whisper at all when he offered too many times to tuck Mama into bed. He kept offering even after Grandma left until Mama told him loud and clear, “Thanks for the ride, Jack.” She said “ride” like a car door slamming, quick and hard enough to break a finger, and that must’ve been what convinced him it was actually time to go; besides, his name isn’t Jack.


I push my cheek against the wall to where I can see Mouse caught against the jukebox in the dark. I kneel down and scrunch up as close as I can, reach my hand through cobwebs and cigarette butts, stretch my fingers, feeling for a leg or whisker, and finally, mouse tail. I hold tight with thumb and finger, and pull. She sticks but she comes out. The heart is unstitched from one paw but Mouse held on to it with the other and I am dusting her off when Mama comes over and says, “Friday and Saturday nights, Ror. Come meet my boss.”


At the end of the bar, Dennis finishes flower number eleven and messes my hair, and I wish my thank-you smile was loud enough to cover the Hardware Man’s voice saying, “Another jailhouse bouquet, Dennis.” And to me, “One day a real man’ll bring you a real bouquet, hon.”


The Hardware Man says “bouquet” like it looks, “bow-ket,” and I don’t think before I say, “It’s bouquet, Jack. Like okay.”


From the corner of my eye I see the Ice Cream Man swivel away on his barstool like he just remembered he’s there to drink, but Dennis laughs loud and slaps the bar. I figure that’s going to make the apology I’ll have to say worth it when the Hardware Man starts laughing too, even though there’s not much funny in his voice: “O-kay, bou-quet! Got a smart one here, boys, look out! O-kay! Bou-quet!” He hits his knees and says it over and over, “O-kay! Bou-quet!” until Timmy’s mom puts her hand on his arm and says to me, “Why Lori, you’ve got such a pretty face,” without caring if I’m pretty at all. Her bright blond hair is in big silky curls and they bounce when she turns and says to Mama, “This must be the first time I’ve seen Lori’s nose out of a book,” and she sure cares how pretty Mama is because her eyes move up and down and get narrow like her voice, but Mama’s voice rolls right back at her, growling with r’s, “Rory is the best reader in three grades.”


Timmy’s mom’s face goes white and dumb and my face goes pink as mouse ears with the hot shame of being smart and rubbing the Hardware Man’s nose in it and I’m still burning when up comes Pigeon. Pigeon is the tiny lady with dark hair who gave Mama weekend shifts we can count on, and she cuts right through all the laughter and growling, bends down, and takes my hand. She says my name right, like if she’s been saying it all her life, “I expect I’ll be seeing a lot more of you, Rory Dawn,” and we shake on it, like grown-ups.





anthropologize



The basic subsistence pattern on the Calle is commonly referred to as living paycheck to paycheck. Welfare and disability checks, payroll checks, and the ever rare child-support check are all spent long before they arrive. These checks are supplemented with a collection of surplus or government food, such as peanut butter and certain cheeses. In instances where fresh food is particularly desirable but unattainable, a family eats its way through frozen potpies bought on sale for nineteen cents apiece and waits for better days. Gambling is important to Calle residents, both during and after their shifts at the various downtown casinos, and can be accomplished in several ways, including via lottery tickets, blackjack, and drunk driving. In addition, Calle men hunt and trap everything from birds to stray hubcaps to small girls, using slingshots, shotguns, and the rustle of candy wrappers.


The Calle’s economic system is one of generalized reciprocity and enforces the interdependence of the group. Whoever has cigarettes left over after everyone else has smoked theirs is expected to share, with payback assumed on the following first or fifteenth. Whoever is caring for children, their own or another’s, is expected to be able to add another child or children to that number at a moment’s notice, with little or no talk of compensation. Whoever has gas left in the tank after everyone else is on empty is expected to drive others to the grocery, the cigarette store, the propane fill, or the parole office. This system acts to stabilize the Calle economy and has other important benefits. If the bounty is not shared, for example, the nicotine cravings of one father could cause him to beat his son and the police might be called; if children are left without supervision, even if spotty, or in cases of missing an appointment with a probation officer, the police might also be called. A market exchange system would not succeed here, as all substances, once shared, are considered gifts, and on the Calle it is taboo to calculate the worth of gifts and, indeed, to calculate at all.


The physical punishment of Calle children rarely goes beyond a threat with a closed fist or a slap with an open hand, as both serve to curtail the offending behavior and reinforce the Calle’s core values of violence and physical intimidation without requiring a move from the couch. Calle children’s role learning is done through imitation of the adults around them; therefore, most will move out at the age of fifteen and begin families of their own. The shame of shared secrets causes many children, especially males, to move off the Calle al-together and not return. In exchange, the Calle receives an abundance of male adults from other neighborhoods who have been similarly separated from their families of origin, and this overpopulation of false grandpas and uncles takes the place of real fathers, brothers, and cousins.


The Government, known interchangeably as the State or the County, is the most feared entity outside the Calle. Its laws are unpredictable and its agents, known commonly as Johnny Law, the Man, or Those Fuckers, are considered difficult to appease. Dealings with the State are usually summed up via the following phrases: “they get you coming and going,” “can’t win for losing,” and “you can’t squeeze blood from a stone.” Despite the constant fear they engender, official vehicles are rarely seen patrolling the Calle, even to herd up the truant children who blatantly roam its curving streets. As so many Calle teenagers are what the State terms “emancipated minors,” a condition most commonly referred to on the Calle as “grown,” and already raising families of their own, the police have stopped bothering to keep track of who should or should not be in school and where their parents are.


The Calle attitude toward sex and marriage is lenient yet constant as necessitated by the fear of being alone with oneself. It follows then that the main rituals of the Calle are first dates and funerals. Because of the effort extended in attempting to make a good impression, a long courtship is difficult to sustain. Buttoning shirts to the top button and forgoing a baseball hat causes emotional upset for most Calle males, and for this reason the wedding ceremony is also kept very short, most commonly based on the following pattern: the couple sits together for a public blessing by an elder in pressed pants and plastic nail tips, and there is an exchange of rings, or the promise of such exchange, and cigarettes. Quickie and drive-through wedding chapels have been erected throughout Reno for just this purpose, turning Nevada into a drive-through state for rites of passage. Both weddings and divorces are handled quickly and forgotten easily, as the many wedding rings rusting through their gold plate at the bottom of the Truckee River attest.


Most other rituals concern the Calle bartenders and involve recovering lost souls who come to the Truck Stop or other local drinking establishments to be revived after their shifts downtown have ended. Bartenders serve the workers as well as listen to the much-repeated stories of those who no longer work, whose dimmed eyes suggest their souls are no longer recoverable, their mouths collecting stubborn white spit in the corners despite how much alcohol is poured into them. Alcohol is often considered the root cause of both the loss and the revival of Calle souls, but in some cases, usually those of young men whose eyes are still relatively bright and whose mouths don’t need wiping, it is understood that the bartender, if female and “a fox,” may be the one causing the mood swings and not the spirits. Should a patron’s mood swing toward the aggressive, he is immediately “cut off,” or refused service, by bartenders who are constantly vigilant of a bar’s contagious atmosphere. Violence is kept safely at home, as social pressure in the form of being eighty-sixed from any of the local bars is the most important governing factor in Calle society.





jaywalk



Mama makes false starts across the Calle’s single strip of busy pavement, the one that separates the Truck Stop from Hobee’s. She waits for the delivery trucks and lost tourists to roar past, and when her turn comes she pauses for balance and to check direction. And on some nights that direction doesn’t point toward home but right back inside, where the neon flows warmer and the only balance that’s worth a good goddamn is the one on her bar tab.





periwinkle



Look at me,” Mama says. I’ve got a color-by-numbers book but I don’t read letters yet and Mama is tired of being bothered. I asked her which colors match Four and Seven already, and colored all those spots in, but when I ask about Three, she’s had it. She copycats, “Which one’s Three? What’s Seven? Show me Four.” She takes my crayon box and slams the colors out on the table, grabs one before it rolls off the edge, and matches it, letter side up, to the letters that jumble next to the number Four in the coloring book that is filled with smiling dinosaurs and the smiling flowers they eat. The Four I can recognize because numbers are easy and because this one is my own, my “this many” fingers I hold up when strangers lean in and ask, “And how old are you?”


“O-R-A-N-G-E,” Mama spells it, her nail creasing into the page as she marks off the letters. “O-R-A-N-G-E. See how they match?” I follow her nail again, this time under the letters on the crayon’s label. “Do you get it or not?”


Mama’s nail is painted a mean shade of R-E-D like her voice. That’s number Two. The red polish she always wears is to cover up number Seven, the Y-E-L-L-O-W her fingers turn from smoking her cigarettes all the way to the end, and all her yelling and slamming makes me B-L-U-E. Number One.


I get it.


The flame from her lighter flickers against her glasses, she draws the smoke in, breathes it back out, the smoke comes floating across the table G-R-A-Y, and I pick up the next crayon.





shirley rose



Grandma didn’t start out smart, she’d say, and however many years passed she never admitted to feeling much smarter. She didn’t feel too smart when she was thirteen and pregnant, and didn’t know why or how, and had an abortion on a table in a room in the dimly lit part of San Francisco’s Tenderloin. She didn’t feel too smart when she was sick for weeks after, crawling from her bed to the toilet to relieve both ends, her mouth lined with fever blisters from the infection that came and went in a flash, just like the baby’s father.


Less than two years later, despite the scars and the lessons learned, she had another mouth to feed anyway. My mama. And then more and more, six by the time she was done and finally legal, twenty-one years old. Mama, true to tradition, found herself pregnant at age fifteen. Grandma had been too afraid to tell her daughters how babies happen, superstitious that simply saying the words would bring them to being, and so her daughters found out the same way she had. But Grandma wouldn’t put her girls—and girls they were—through the near-death of her own experience, and so Mama gave birth to my brother Winston when she was just three days into being sixteen years old. And then more mouths to feed, and then mine. But by the time I came along, even Roe v. Wade had a chance of sticking, and with it, so Grandma believed, the possibility of a Hendrix girl reaching womanhood with more than one choice in front of her. Grandma insisted that I take every opportunity, and she never missed a single opportunity to remind me of that expectation. Her superstitions about sharing the facts of life were so long gone by the time I came along that she didn’t even knock wood when she told me I’d better keep my legs closed if I wanted to keep my future open.





the great strain of being



From the side of highways all through the Sierras, signs say CHAINS INSTALLED $15. The desperate letters—and if your winter nights are spent on the icy shoulder with semis charging by, you are desperate—are rewritten every winter on the backs of flattened cigarette cartons, on the insides of cereal boxes, and left to flutter, hopeful in headlights on cold nights, on the mountain roads that rush people past the Calle to the casinos that beckon on the well-lit side of these Nevada hills. The signs do their work and drivers pull over, hop out long enough to get the chains from the trunk, while Dennis, sweating inside his Kmart jacket, crawls underneath the car, breathes exhaust, and hooks cold chains together. After an evening on the mountain, he climbs onto a barstool at the Truck Stop and hands Mama bills stiff with road salt, his fingers as bent as his spine, but when his blood flows warm again from alcohol and company and his hands get their feeling back, he gets up to pull a cloud of toilet paper from the roll and sits at the bar shaping gardens of flowers for the lushes and their boyfriends who’ll buy him a shot if the timing is right. But on the mountainside no one cares about the magic he can work with his hands. The cold metal sticks to his skin while the people sitting in their warm car above him are impatient for home, where the only thing cold is the ice falling from the dispenser built right into the refrigerator door, ice that is crushed or cubed at the push of a button. The man under their car has gloves but doesn’t wear them, wears them only between cars because they slow him down, and he is slowing down enough already. Was a time when he could do eight cars an hour, but those days pass as the younger boys push him farther and farther from the summit.





reno 411



Tahoe’s about an hour’s drive from Reno and I’m pretty sure our firewood comes from there. Trees that knew the sound of the flowing waters of the Truckee and had critters thriving in their branches now sit in pieces under tarps and carports in Calle driveways to await their fate in Calle stoves. Trees have to be imported our way because, except under the command of Grandma’s iron green thumb, nothing grows here. Instead of wildlife all we’ve got is nightlife. Reno is just like Tahoe, only without anything beautiful, Tahoe but without the fresh air and fir trees, without fathers and sons out for their first fishing trip. Tiptoe up behind Tahoe and put a hand over its mouth. Bear down slowly until it doesn’t fight the developers pawing its land. That’s Reno. Add gamblers, prostitutes, and tourists so focused on their own thin dimes they can’t spare one red cent for each other, then put a blinking sign above it all that says WELCOME TO THE BIGGEST LITTLE SHITTY IN THE WORLD.





dirt



Grandma liked to refer to us as the Queens of the Calle. Here’s how she figured: Grandma’s trailer was a 1964 Regal, Mama’s and mine a 1972 Nobility, and if these homes, despite their lack of sewer pipe or central heating, could be factory-christened with fancy names in curling chrome, then so could we. Despite the lack of even a proper “throne” in Queen Grandma’s case, she insisted we have titles befitting the miracle of our design and not the reality of our destination.


To her last days, Grandma could count on having running water but not always on having pipes that made it all the way to a septic tank. Owing to the cost of laying pipe and the trouble of permits, there are usually two varieties of tank in the trailer park: propane and septic. Grandma was always warm enough propane-wise because propane is available in small tanks, get-you-to-the-next-check-sized tanks, but she seldom had such a reliable hookup water-wise, and even when she did, there were risks of flooding, of the system backing up. There’s no sugarcoating it. Old septic tanks can’t handle shit. All of that glorious bathroom art consisting of grimacing cartoon characters, pants around their ankles, accompanied by witty verse about what can be flushed and what cannot: No hair combings / use the basket / there’s a darn good reason / why we ask it! These were likely written by relatives of mine and, along with color prints of unicorns, rampant and rainbowed, are the cornerstone of the White Trash Canon.


No septic tank meant that Grandma had to handle her business, her “straightening up” as she liked to call it, another way. Usually the vehicle for this business was a Folgers Coffee can, the big one. And once, when staying over at Grandma’s, before she left the Calle, I left something in the coffee can. I was too young to realize that when Grandma had business of this sort she didn’t use the can but took herself across the street to the laundry house, and when the morning came and my deed discovered, Grandma was outraged, expecting as she did that I was born with a ready trailer-park instinct, and at the same time, a desire to leave it behind. I learned my lesson hard. The shit we create doesn’t ever disappear, especially when we leave it for someone else to clean up.


Grandma did forgive me for the mess I’d left, but not before I saw her crazy rise, bright and blinding as the sun coming up over the mountains on the label of the Folgers can, as she smashed the lid on it that morning, opened the front door of the Regal, and threw the can into the street. Sometimes you can’t know what will set a body off, open it up quick and hot and show you in a flash that place inside that’s grim as meat and bent as bone, too delicate for touch and too raw for air. Her words went as wild as her eyes, “You’re no better than a dog,” and left no room for a breath of sorry, so I went outside to get away from the cursing. The can had rolled underneath her old van and I crawled toward it, gravel and grease sticking to my koala-bear PJ’s, and pushed until it rolled out the other side. I took it behind the lot to empty it, kicking up desert sand to cover my mistake. Then I pulled the hose away from the house and sprayed the can’s inside until it was supermarket shiny and I could see my face in the silver, angry and red. I stomped up the steps and threw the clean coffee can through the doorway onto the carpet, threw the lid in after it, and then slammed the door shut and sat my butt down on the bottom step to await retribution. But none came. Inside there was only quiet.


And then laughter. The laughter went on for so long and sounded so much like my grandma, my usual and safe Grandma, that I couldn’t help but laugh too, until the screen door cracked open and Grandma said, “Go wash your feet, girl, and then get inside here and eat some breakfast.”


This little lesson in trailer-park etiquette would be the big fight of our lives, but like drunks after a barroom brawl, an understanding was burned between us that would flicker even during a blackout. Sometimes it takes drawing a little blood to really know someone. We knew how hard we could push, but we knew how much we could forgive.


I never stopped bringing my headaches and heartaches to her, in person or in the mail. Even after Grandma got out, as is said in trailer parks and other ghettoes, where leaving is an act of will akin to suicide, in force and determination, and in the loneliness it creates for those left behind as well as those who have moved on. I was as comfortable sharing my thoughts in an envelope as I was at her elbow, and whatever way they found her, she did her lunatic best to solve every problem. Even when it came to the questions I was afraid to bring to Mama, about just what fucking exactly had been done to me and why nobody saw:


16 July 1988, the last hour of Thursday
You’re suffering an unhappy time. You need no grand fillip or tired old clichés from Shirley Rose. You’ve heard them all. So will just write down a hug. Tell you I love you & reassure you that every life is full of “bleep,” all well worth slipping in! Everyone “loses” some of their early childhood memories, some more than others. It’s a protection device I suppose. When there’s a “thing” you don’t remember just tell me & we’ll “find” it for you.



Always,
Grammers





nobody



The estimated burn time for the average mobile home, top to bottom, aerial antennae to cinder block, drywall to stucco, is sixty seconds, and I do mean flat, aluminum to ash in the space of a “Brought to you by” or “Tonight at eleven.” And those sixty seconds are up even faster in homes whose only source of heating are propane tanks and woodstoves, the easiest sources of heat, because nobody needs your social for a gallon of propane and nobody checks your credit for a truckload of wood. Propane and kindling mean it’s a safe bet that nobody from the County is going to come down and see how your cables hook up. Nobody checks to see if you’re living right if you don’t try to do it official.
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