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      STANTON

      The night is a wall of sound. All incessant beats are intertwined fightin’ to touch the moon. I can make out the frog bellies, the cicada, takin’ turns to fall in tune, rhythm of the darkness. Again and again they call out perfectly spaced—I’ve tapped my fingers on the bark to test. Who starts it? When is the final salvo decided upon as dawn creeps upon us?  Is it the why I ponder as we lay about to make such primal music, screamin’ into the black searchin’ for … this night, I’m in the middle of all of them like a young audacious bull in the ring scannin’ in all directions for somethin’ to charge at. So, I enter as the frog. I am the cicada. I am the barred owl who doesn’t adhere to the evenin’s program. If I can hear it, I can be it. They know it and love me unconditional for it. The language of beasts opens the secret door to understandin’. A mutual respect, a camaraderie thick as blood. My throat clicks, my tongue slaps and writhes, none of it human as we palaver while the others sleep. I’ve seen them speak in tongues, those vacuum salesmen and bank tellers grindin’ along the shabby blue carpet with their frothin’ cheeks. Not bein’ touched by anything but the want for attention. I attest God is not in those shingled lie parlors where you can only see the sun through the grimy stained glass. God is the matter that makes up the ink black sky. God is the beautiful madness. The rise and fall of creation are to be witnessed each night with the ear of agin’ flesh.

      Can you hear me, God? What creature has your ear tonight? Does the coyote howl out its sins to you? What insect aloft on a gentle leaf inspires your pride? I will be it. Your golden trumpet molded from the earth. Let me use my power in true glory. My mouth shall forever trip the light fantastic.

      Amen.

      DELIAH

      Look at Stanton, down there in the wet dregs, mimicking the low beasts. What pleasure is there in acting like a bug? Bleating like a toad on a log? Slopping in the mud with the pigs makes you nothing but soaked-through filthy body and mind. I’m sure glad Mama saw me into this rich world before him. Him tied to the roots of earth like a coon hound that never gets to hunt. Me? I have the wind. There is nothing better than flowing through all there is. Through is oh so right. The gust may bend around a tree or an old barn, the pyramids or the curly red hair on Little Lea, but it also goes through. An absolute solid state is a myth no more real than a lustful centaur chasing maidens through the Foloi Forest. The atoms disperse and the wind invariably finds its way to wiggle between them. Through all those little spaces, it must pass. The wind sees inside as its journey endures. Dare I ride my invisible steed frothing from the source to the delta? Why use a mortal form when your vocation flows above and into the terra firma? If I could remove the shackles to my wasting vessel I surely would. Might I stumble upon some archaic scripture in a forgotten Nepali cave that will present to me its secrets of liberation?  Could the Sumerians have held this ability to shear our coil? Is Houdini up here, waiting to approach one late fall afternoon skipping along the stratocumulus to present the answer by my side? The countless days have taught me much, but the unyielding truth is the wind knows what puts you together and what will take you apart. What branch will topple a big ole oak, or how a worm will enter that perfect peach as it falls to the ground. The past, present, and future is gauged by the weather vane. I bet I have blown through you on that cold park bench and I know where you keep all the darkness.

      LEA

      I need more damn matches. 646 matchbooks. That’s 12,920 matches. If I light 64 matches a day I will be out by 3:46 PM in 202 days. Daddy is some kind of good at gettin’ me my matches. Everywhere he goes he gets them for me. I have 89 different restaurants and 58 different motels. 33 are from bars and some Daddy told me to not ever show Mama. I don’t want to use those—they’re special secret matches, but if worse comes to worst they gotta go. You got shit for brains if you can’t acknowledge that nothin’ is better than the smell of lighting a match. I must smell that smell. That scratch when I drag it across the strip, how that little thing transforms into such power. I’ll get more tomorrow—you can bet on that. I can always ask Daddy or Stanton for a ride over and walk down to the dock with my blue bow and old easter basket and gather them up from our little corner of the world. Johnny Jumper at the Tricker Grill likes when I sit up at the counter. He makes me Lumpy Lea milkshakes that make me feel warm-in-the-tummy happy. He always has matches layin’ around, every table has one right inside the crystal ashtrays. I think he knows, but let’s me sneak them. Acts like the creepy uncle I never had, bidin’ his time. I head right over to the gas station after that. You wouldn’t think a gas station would be a good place for matches, but I always find some. Better off with me, I’d say, than sittin’ stuffed in a pack of smokes on top of one of the pumps. It’s always some older teen like that rich kid Lonnie or zitty Nick or some other stupid boy name flirtin’ with the bikini girls as they get their Daddy’s pontoon topped off for three times the normal price. I could walk outta there with a boat motor runnin’ full throttle and they wouldn’t notice. Other than Johnny Jumper don’t none of the boys pay me much attention. Either I get my boobies soon and get ‘em good or maybe I’ll just burn everything down so it makes the lake steam with a beautiful dancin’ fire.
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      Hank Barrett’s my name. Me and the wife moved out here on the water in 1944 not too long after the TVA decided Tennessee needed a lake named Tricker to settle in and tickle the Cumberlands that would be surroundin’ it on all sides. My first daughter Deliah came before the year was out. Stanton about two years later, then Lea born two after that, till me and Hennie both decided to throw in the towel. As for me, Uncle Sam had sent me home early and there wasn’t much left for me on a dairy farm no more. Thought the water would rock me to sleep at night, just like it did on the ship. Never slept better in my life hangin’ in that rack swayin’ to the waves out at the end of the earth. They say you ain’t gotta pee when you’re in a ship rack or pass gas or nothin’. Your body is in balance and truly shuts down. Seems to me like they were right. If I didn’t have this leg, I’d probably still be out there swayin’. Probably woulda caught a torpedo or some damn kamikaze sooner rather than later though. The middle of the Pacific ain’t the place to find yourself without a berth. Best I got on to here to watch over this family. They take some watchin’ and that’s no foolin’.

      Got us a pleasant enough little floatin’ house. Furthest row out from the shore, second from the end. Ain’t much rhyme or reason to placement, but that was where they had it moored when we took it over and don’t see much reason to move it. Not easy livin’ sometimes, knowin’ you gotta jump in the jon boat and jaunt over to the dock if you wanna go see a picture show, pick up a pound of bologna at the store or just put your feet on solid ground.

      By my last count, there was nine of us scattered out here, untethered by the trappins’ of land. Figure it’s human nature—when you ain’t got a lawn to mow or a mailbox to check, you’re apt to keep to yourself and that holds true out on Tricker. Most of the neighbors are old, crazy coots you rarely lay eyes on. Makes you wonder how they even survive. Suppose it’s trot lines or whatever varmint traps they got back up in the hollers. If one decided to turn out the lights of life one bitterly cold winter mornin’, who would know till someone happened upon their mummy in the spring? Be tough to pick up the smell of death as the lake breeze carried it out to open water. Think us Barretts are the only ones looney enough to be out here tryin’ to raise three young ‘uns.

      Hennie had me paint the sidin’ a sky blue. Sometimes, when the light is right at high noon on a cloudless day, the lake and the house match right up and it’s like you live inside the water without getting wet or drownin’. I think the paint still looks pretty good. Only been sitting there now 18 years or so. It ain’t got that new house smell—hell, ain’t got that new house anything, especially after all the fish Hennie been frying up in that little galley kitchen over the years. But it’s got good bones. The lake takes care of its own. All these houses out here, all nine of ‘em—they’re a part of ole Tricker. Just like the smooth sandstone and the low heavy green branches that dip onto the surface like a drinking bird.

      Yep, the lake provides, but I gotta do my part. That means drivin’ all over these mountains, from Bristol to Chattanooga, sellin’ checkbooks to fat bankers who tuck their shirts in their underwears and use their tie for a napkin at lunch. I sell them though, war hero and all that—they can’t rightly say no. They act the bigwig, havin’ their girls fetch us some iced tea. I prefer lots of lemon wedges, so they go hunt that too, and we talk about the girls’ gams and how tight to the pinch her posterior happens to be. I open my books and sell with a smile that seems to approve of their lust. Make them feel important, and look the part too, to their secretary that’s stealin’ attention from the tight-faced wife playin’ bridge at home. They sign the contracts with their fountain pen they got from the governor and I walk out there with my limp that seems to rectify itself the closer I get to my car. Then it’s a cheeseburger and coffee before bein’ off to the next town, the next bank. I hardly ever have to stay long enough for the iced tea with all that lemon to arrive. I wonder if those fat cats let their girl Friday drink it, crossed legs loose and silky on the edge of that mahogany desk?

      2

      Woke up late in a dewy meadow again—spent the night matchin’ a whip-poor will note-for-note till he ceded victory and then some. Mama’s gonna be sore if I ain’t at breakfast. Speakin’ of, my throat is sore—too much whippin’, I reckon. It was a catchy tune that was deeply gratifyin’, makin’ it mighty hard to quit till I finally succumbed to a scratchy slumber. Wasn’t able to stay up long enough to hear them rain frogs beatin’ the drum after that early evenin’ shower last night came to a stop. Sure wish I had. It was sad, but good, to get to the end of somethin’. Like finishin’ a good book, or bein’ lucky enough to catch Deliah awake and tellin’ one of her exotic stories. No matter how sad it was to see it end, it was good to be there for that last word or belly croak.

      I walk back to the house. The lake’s misty as all get-out. Can’t even make out our house from the cove. The jon boat creaks and sloshes as I sit on the slick wood and fire up the motor. Sure glad I didn’t wear shoes as my toes cling to cracks where the boards meet and help keep me sure on the bench. As soon as I step on the deck, Mama will look up from takin’ steel wool to an iron pan out the open window.

      ‘Stanton, you little curd—You out in the woods all night again? A snake gonna swallow you whole out there!’

      That’s what she will say. Then I’ll sit down and grab a cold biscuit and some hard-fried ham, or maybe a hunk of leftover catfish, and Daddy will look at me from over his day-old sports page and shake his head. I didn’t ever do Daddy’s voice even though I could’ve. He was my father and he was beyond me and that’s the way it shoulda been.

      3

      If my name ain’t Henrietta Barrett—there he is. Wild Indian gonna give me a head full of grays.

      ‘Stanton you little curd, you out in them woods all night again? A snake gonna swallow you whole out there!’

      That boy is like some kinda stray dog. Or one that folks ain’t got no mind to watch after and it just roams the woods lookin’ for food when there is plenty right here under its nose and with a roof to boot. I know this floatin’ box ain’t big enough for everybody, but Deliah don’t move most of the time so it ain’t like she counts. He has a perfectly good couch or that hammock off the rail if he gets to wantin’ the stars to sleep under if I ain’t chased Hank out there for snorin’ his fool head off. Likely to come a storm today. Muggy as a pig’s belly already. Maybe I can rouse them girls to help me with the laundry ‘fore it comes.

      ‘Go see if you can rise your sister, Stanton. I need help this mornin’ and she’s the only lot I can draw from.’

      He wasn’t half done clearin’ the table of scraps, but by my clock he just walked in. Hank ain’t even scolded him an inch. Seems like those two are privy to somethin’ out there we Barrett ladies had sorely missed. Well fine and dandy, y’all want to play that game, I’ll just turn on the radio and see what’s what.

      4

      My travels had hit the shoreline. Not ole Tricker neither. The big one. If I knew my atlas, it was somewhere in the deep south of Texas. Miles and miles of sand with not a soul anywhere, save this one. No trees, neither. Just grass and sand thin and clean as I swept through. I wondered if anybody else would ever see this, or if anybody ever had. Some conquistador with his scurvied, uneasy crew likely dismissed it for its lack of cities to conquer. Possibly a Plains Indian explorer, unhappy with his role in the tribe, set off down the Missouri in a bull boat to see where the world ends.

      I know there are places only I have seen. Things. A helpless wounded elk on the side of a jagged cliff far up north crying for help amid mindless frustration. A man sitting and pondering his life in a moss covered rowboat all day surrounded by swamp and jugs of ‘shine only to end it with a rusty pistol and fall into the water to be consumed by the myriad. I’ve seen so many give in. I’ve also seen them arise, free themselves from the traps of nature and man, and find their spirit strong to run as fast and as far as they can. I have come straight at them and I have followed alongside like a partner in life. This lonely beach rarely received respite from the invisible force. Waves are created, then crash and die with a final scraping blow on the grains, breaking them down. One becomes two, then two becomes four, making more beach to be ground down for all the days and nights. I liked it here.

      5

      I swear I got so close to her face I coulda licked it and she wouldn’t budge. Them eyes weren’t empty, they were just lookin’ somewhere you ain’t. Wonder if there’s some voice that she heard out there I could use to cut through—some dandy French fella that had tickled her fancy as he debated poetry with a tabby cat through a haberdashery window. Sometimes I could find a way to bring her back. Sometimes I couldn’t come close. It all depended on how much she liked where she was. Problem was most places she liked better than right here. Daddy had to go all over too, but he always came home. Deliah might just forget to one day.

      ‘Deliah, come on home now, Mama could use you.’

      Nothin’. Sometimes she even forgot to blink, and her eyes got all glassy and red. Mama would drop some salt water in them from a turkey baster, so she wouldn’t wind up blind. I pulled a milk crate over and sat down in front of her rockin’ chair that never did much rockin’.

      ‘Where are you? Can you hear me? Is it nice? I bet it is. How about you help Mama today and you can head right back tonight. You can even sit right here and I’ll sleep on your bed. C’mon Deliah, I need to get back on Mama’s good side.’

      Her eyelids fluttered and I thought I got her. She saw me now. That soft smile crept up and I knew it as pity, but a smile just the same. She had no shortage of pity for all us folks stuck at the lower altitudes.

      ‘Hi, brother. How’s your throat this morning?’

      ‘It’s just fine, nothing some salt water can’t fix.’

      ‘Just like Mama, y’all thinking salt water cures everything. Just saw more salt water than you could ever dream of. It’s hard and it’s mean and doesn’t ever let up when it has a job to do.’

      ‘Maybe that’s why Mama likes it?’

      She shook her hand to get the tinglin’ out and reached out to pick some moss out of my hair.

      ‘Maybe, little brother. Maybe.’

      6

      Scratch. Pop. Hiss. Scratch. Pop. Hiss. Scratch. Pop. Hiss. Scratch. Pop. Hiss. Scratch. Pop. Hiss. Scratch. Pop. Hiss.

      That was six. Had to stop till noon. Looked at my tiny logs floatin’ in the water. I kicked my legs over the edge and wondered if they ever made it to shore or just fell apart in the sun. Every time I came back here to the back of the house they were gone. Then I’d put six more in. That hissin’ sounded like a snake.

      Damn it to hell—I heard Mama callin’. Sure enough, Deliah was in too deep and Mama was gonna make me do twice the work. I liked to be in it deep too, Mama. Shoulda been the oldest girl that did the most—supposed to lighten the load. Deliah don’t do much of nothin’ unless it had to do with helpin’ Mama by sittin’ still in a rockin’ chair. Guess she could be put to use proppin’ a door open, or you could push her and see how long she kept movin’ back and forth, maybe crush an old cat’s tail or a few pecans. I wondered if I stuck one of these lil’ magic sticks between her toes it might bring her ass back down to the house. Hated to waste even one on our useless sister though, when my stores were getting’ this low. Hoped Daddy was leavin’ soon to get me some more books. He said he might be swingin’ over to North Carolina this time. Only got 14 matches from there.

      7

      ‘Well now—looky here who decided to help her poor Mama today! Get your clothesline fingers ready and grab up all the pins.’

      Praise the lord, the girl was up and about. I had a lotta washin’ and ironin’ to do. At least Hank comes back with his shirts still crisp. Don’t know how he does it and don’t know why I go to the trouble, to be honest. Thought he might have a few more wives out there ironin’ like me. That man was the least of my troubles, though. If he had other families out there, so be it, as long as he kept biscuits on this table. He knew I wasn’t no stranger to the ways of a man, especially one out there runnin’ free county to county with no way for me to know what he’s doin’. Gots to have faith, I reckoned, but faith was the same as just accepting what you have and not rockin’ the boat. Now, ain’t that funny?

      ‘Rockin’ the boat. You get it, Deliah?’

      ‘Sure, Mama. That storm gonna get us rocking, for sure. No use hanging clothes—don’t know why you even bothered fetching me.’

      ‘We can get some sheets up ‘fore it rolls in. You watch. Just pin ‘em up double with that wind howlin’ to Betsy.’ Got myself over to pull that paper down, which my cavortin’ hubby was hidin’ behind. ‘Hank, you better make sure we still tied down, or we’ll wind up in Alabama by nightfall.’

      ‘We chained down tight, woman. This place been through storms wilder than this one will be. Don’t you fret none about us floatin’ away.’

      For all Hank knew, we just might get washed up close enough to one of his other wives. She could finish the doggone ironin’!

      8

      I got my girl Deliah sittin’ just starin’ at a hole in the wall back there. Movin’ and hustlin’ 24 days a month could wear thin on a man. You can’t much stake a future on haulin’ down highway 63 up past Sneedville pushin’ a jalopy ‘round another hairpin curve, hopin’ a loggin’ truck don’t take you to meet your maker with splinters in your brainpan. Hennie just about lost her hat when I rolled home in my ‘54 Chevy 210 Deluxe in onyx they sold me down in Alcoa, but when a man lives on the road he’s gotta have a standard, don’t he?

      Hennie’s always goadin’ me about all my postcard wives out there, but that Chevy was more a wife than any other woman could be. She was always watchin’ out for me and got me through them mountain switchbacks easy breezy. She wasn’t jealous, either. Welcomed Hennie in to take a jaunt down to Knoxville and the farmers’ market, or a dark spot under the thick green for a little hanky panky on the back seat leather. Hennie got that black lacey underwear she would put on to match the paint. Still laid there after like kids, writin’ our initials and a heart in-between on the fogged-up window glass. I needed me more of them days.

      I was always full of oats and one thing they taught you in the Navy was how to use your pecker. I figured you only got old when you forgot why you got one. I wasn’t shy then and I wasn’t about to start. Tended to stop that other wives talk too when we were lyin’ there lookin’ up through the back window at the swayin’ branches. At least for a bit, until I got back from Johnson City or Jellico or wherever the hell else needed them some checks. Back at it tomorrow, too.

      Damn. They were gonna have me headed over the Smokies to Asheville and points east, to take over some fella’s territory that disappeared with his milkman from what I heard. Supposed them boys were halfway to California by now. I seen a thing or two out on the ocean in the strained moonlight, when you just ain’t got many options, and holdin’ out made you feel like a steam engine that had all the vents latched up shut. But makin’ a life out of it with women everywhere you looked?

      Takes all kinds, I reckon. Get Lea some matchbooks and Stanton a ball cap. Get me a hamburger and a beer at Boone’s. Give Hennie a nice ride soon as I get back, so she don’t run off with our milkman—or boat off, I suppose. Deliah, she don’t need nothin’ but a roof. Little victories.

      9

      ‘Lea, get up in here and start foldin’ ‘fore I tan that backside!’

      Right in my ear while I was mindin’ my own business—almost fell in the damn lake! Scared the beejeezus outta me. That silly boy had him a hotfoot comin’.

      ‘You know that ain’t funny, Stanton.’ He was peekin’ nothin’ but his head ‘round the corner, grinnin’ ear to ear

      ‘I suppose we got a difference of opinion on that one, lil’ sis. You better get crackin’ or it’ll be Mama threatenin’ for reals, and I seen her tear into a backside with a switch good.’

      ‘She ain’t takin’ the jon boat over for a switch.’

      ‘No, she ain’t, but she also ain’t opposed to havin’ you. Trust me—it’s anything but a leisurely cruise.’

      ‘Please, they just empty threats nowadays. She got all that out on you and Deliah.’

      ‘There’s always one left in there to be had if you push it far enough. Get on inside and do your duties.’

      Stanton plops down on the edge of the deck next to me, holdin’ that big sugar smile. He got nothin’ but his stained brown skivvies on and you can see the dirt and grass livin’ on his skin. Of course, it wasn’t fair he got to goof off when the lady folk were scrubbin’ socks two at a time.

      ‘Diver down. Next stop, China, with peace and good will.’ Said it exactly like that alien from that scary ass movie The Day the Earth Stood Still we saw last year in town for his birthday. Never could get used to what he let fall out of that trap of his. The dummy slips right off the boat into the green water, lockin’ that smile on me the whole time. I swear, he may have even winked right before his yellow head went under. Got me up quick-like, huggin’ my basket. He knows better than to get my books wet. His underwear looks a shade whiter as he swims out through the ripples. At least that’s one piece of laundry we’d be avoidin’.

      10

      We straddle the storm as it makes it this way. It was only early afternoon, but I had curled up in the black sheet that covers the sun pressing a twilight over the water. It was moving fast, just got past the front. I feel the electricity between my legs, hot and alive and scary. It could kill a man trying to pick one more row of cotton or a cow standing stupid in a pasture. Could not kill me. Just one more plaything in my open box.

      Together, we’d rushed toward the Cumberlands as they threatened to break us, the fortress of old coal mines in the stone now existed only to slow us down. They were always strong, and the families left stranded that hadn’t died deep inside through the decades counted on those worn battlements to shield them from the strongest beasts of the sky, huddled together between the canned beans and sacks of sorghum on dirt floors. Like a cagey prize fighter, the storm took a few blows but bowled on over down into the valley and the lower hills, gathering back its wind. The thunder settled in my spine, making my teeth chatter as they nipped my tongue.

      ‘Deliah, get outta that storm and help me close up these windows!’

      Sorry, Mama. You would have rode with me if you knew. I follow down the first fat patters on the roof. I dance through the shimmering sheets up above. The lake starts rolling to match my whirling steps. This is the golden time where it all comes together. Sudden flashes announce heaven’s fury. Stirred in my tummy, the sweet energy falls lower as the static builds in the thick air. Another flash explodes inside the house as the thunder crack scrambles its claws up my back. I close my eyes, slipping into the living room window before Mama slams it shut. Fly through myself as everything rages. Everything folds eternal. Yes.

      11

      All three of my young-uns were birthed in this infernal house. In ‘46, when Stanton was comin’, Hank had to drive out to a roadhouse to pick up what passed for the doc. He was still half in the bag by the time they showed up, but Stanton was half out too, so I guess they cancelled each other out. Had him in my arms before doc took a final slug off one of a couple pints of local corn whiskey. Services rendered amounted to cuttin’ the cord with a dull pen knife he pulled out from his back pocket. That boy already had a mop of blond hair and green green eyes like the bottom of a pool below a mountain waterfall on an April day when the sun has just decided to get warm for the first time. Was out lost fraternizin’ with the wild things since he learned to walk and now he was straight and tall and wide in the shoulders. I supposed Hank’s overalls wouldn’t do the trick for much longer—he was bound to shoot right through ‘em on his way to six foot whatever. That boy is gonna be a behemoth with his fine-haired feet hangin’ over the couch and big dirty hands draggin’ on my swept floor.

      Them eyes have changed too, or keep changin’ as far as I can tell. I’ve seen ‘em about every color a person can have, and it chilled me every time without fail. One day soon, he’ll be so dang tall and burly that won’t no one notice, and if they did they would be hesitant to make a comment. A body like that probably should be playin’ for a sportin’ team, but he doesn’t have the starch for it. Hank tried throwing a baseball with him a few times and he took to it alright. He could throw and hit just like Hank and Hank swore he only showed him once on how to do it. Hank called him a natural. He took him into town, down to the ball field one Saturday, and got him to go out there with the other kids and play some but that lasted about two blinks and Hank had him back in the car headed home. Said he never came close to touchin’ the ball with the bat or the glove, like he’d never even seen one before. The child lacked all social grace and skills—was the nice way I’d describe it. Hank chalked it up to some sorta stage fright. Now, when he ain’t forced to schoolin’, he just does what he’s always lived for: wanderin’ out in the hills doing who knows what. I guess he talked to mother nature as that was his special gift. Can sing like any bird or make that big flutter of a June bug with his mouth that makes me swat’ around my head, while he’s just sittin’ on the floor behind me laughin’ his fool head off.  I declare that he could even sound exactly like any one of us or any ole fool he hears on the radio. If you ever could get him on a stage, the only fright would be if we could stuff all the money they’d be givin’ him in the hat boxes under the mattress.

      Now Deliah—she was the struggle. First one always is, they say. That was before the doc had taken up the bottle so hard. And good thing, ‘cause he about had to set up camp in the livin’ room. I was in labor for almost two days and didn’t barely have the strength to breathe at the end of it, much less push out a baby. Hank did what he could, which was mostly pacin’ out on the deck smokin’ camels and comin’ in to fry up spam sammiches in the kitchen. Neither of them two things did me a bit a good but kept him occupied, I guess. Swear when she finally arrived, she was still grabbin’ onto my insides. I think the doc had to pry her little fingers one by one off of whatever she was clingin’ to to get her on out and into the world.

      Deliah takes after my Mama from what I can remember, pretty as the day is long—got them Indian features with the high cheekbones and long dark eyes. When she’s sittin’ there still in the last light of the evenin’, she could be a statue sittin’ high in a museum. Everybody said she was like that Indian princess in that Hank Williams song, but she ain’t got that much Cherokee in her, unless there was more of it in our blood than Mama let on and there ain’t no tellin’ as to what Mama knew and how Deliah rarely spoke two words. I suppose there had to be an explanation as to why Deliah would stare into space for a coon’s age then snap right to and tell you it’s gonna rain in three days or a boat was sinkin’ fast on a lake two counties over, or where a missin’ girl was hidin’ in a truck stop bathroom stall on the other side of the state. You could sit up all night wonderin’ why my children were the way they were and why they could do what they could, or you might just shrug your shoulders, accepting it and trying to live a good, normal life.

      Then there’s Lea.

      Of course, Lea shot right outta me like a Shiloh cannon. I don’t even think Hank had found the doc by the time she was yellin’ her redhead clean off. Hank came to find out that doc was found floatin’ face-down by the dam that next mornin’. Maybe the good Lord had called him home as his services rendered were no longer required by this here household. Word was he had caught on fire somehow and had jumped off the bridge to put himself out. At least that’s the story the paper settled on, one fairly easy to accept and even easier to connect the dots to when the man was livin’ on shine and cheap cigars.

      Once Lea had sprouted a bit you would think by lookin’ at all my children that they had different daddies. I suppose Hank had that thought cross his mind more than once, especially since he was out on the road more often than not. Now, there wasn’t no truth to it. There wasn’t nothin’ but old gristly lake rats out here that made you glad you got a shotgun handy or paunchy soft men in too tight shorts with their brood in tow for a weekend of boatin’, cheap beer, animal crackers, and bologna sammiches. Definitely nothin’ you’d want to make time with. Heck—havin’ a look at Lea, you’d think if anything I had done laid with a leprechaun. Red hair like a strawberry pie and skin like the cream you’d pour over it. The freckles on that shoulder skin pop out like the stars in a night sky in reverse. And tiny. I could just cut some holes in a flour sack if worse came to worst. She got that look in her eyes though, mischief on a rollin’ boil about all the time. Like she was itchin’ to do something she ain’t got no business doin’. Just like Stanton, I find her most of the time off by herself, probably busy plannin’ to see the end of the world.

      I suppose I should be scared to death of all three of ‘em, but they were mine and they never done me a bit of harm. To beat all of that, we realized one by one they were all blessed with the gift of smarts on top of everything else. Even though we went through the motions, it was a good thing they didn’t really need the schoolin’.  We tried with Deliah who wouldn’t go if you dragged her there, and if you did, she wouldn’t really be there anyway. Stanton cared more about bein’ a clown than lessons, and Lea wanted to see which of her textbooks made the best kindlin’. They always talked about things I’d never heard of, and all three would busy themselves sayin’ names and places that sound like a foreign tongue while they were still runnin’ through the house in diapers. I guess you could say it was strange, but with everything else we had goin’, I was just proud of them. They were good children for now, and the now was all you got when you pondered it lyin’ in an empty bed with just a passin’ scent of your husband, sittin’ on a lake as the moon stares right down on your face challengin’ you on what your life was even meant for.
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