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    PUBLISHER'S NOTE

To best preserve formatting of complex poems and elements, we recommend that this book be read at a smaller font size on your device.


This book is dedicated to the fine members of law enforcement, social work, and the judiciary who truly care about young people forced to walk the streets in search of simple sustenance. With a major nod to Randy Sutton of the Las Vegas P.D., Judge William Voy, and Children of the Night.

Special thanks must also go to three amazing friends, exceptional writers Susan Hart Lindquist, Jim Averbeck, and Suzanne Morgan Williams, who push me to reach ever deeper for the very best stories I’m capable of writing. This book is better because of them. And my life is better because they are in it.



A Poem by Eden Streit

Eyes Tell Stories

But do they know how

to craft fiction? Do

they know how to spin

lies?

His eyes swear forever,

flatter with vows of only

me. But are they empty

promises?

I stare into his eyes, as

into a crystal ball, but

I cannot find forever,

only

movies of yesterday,

a sketchbook of today,

dreams of a shared

tomorrow.

His eyes whisper secrets.

But are they truths or fairy tales?

I wonder if even he

knows.



Eden

Some People

Never find the right kind of love.

You know, the kind that steals

your breath away, like diving into snowmelt.

The kind that jolts your heart,

sets it beating apace, an anxious

hiccuping of hummingbird wings.

The kind that makes every terrible

minute apart feel like hours. Days.

Some people flit from one possibility

to the next, never experiencing the incredible

connection of two people, rocked by destiny.

Never knowing what it means to love

someone else more than themselves.

More than life itself, or the promise

of something better, beyond this world.

More, even (forgive me!) than God.

Lucky me. I found the right kind

of love. With the wrong person.



Not Wrong for Me

No, not at all. Andrew is pretty much

perfect. Not gorgeous, not in a male

model kind of way, but he is really cute,

with crazy hair that sometimes hides

his eyes, dark chocolate eyes that hold

laughter, even when he’s deadly serious.

He’s not a hunk, but toned, and tall enough

to effortlessly tuck me under his arms,

arms that are gentle but strong from honest

ranch work, arms that make me feel

safe when they gather me in. It’s the only

time I really feel wanted, and the absolute

best part of any day is when I manage

to steal cherished time with Andrew.

No, he’s not even a little wrong for me

except maybe—maybe!—in the eyes

of God. But much, much worse than that,

he’s completely wrong for my parents.



See, My Papa

Is a hellfire-and-brimstone-preaching

Assembly of God minister, and Mama

is his not-nearly-as-sweet-as-she-seems

right-hand woman, and by almighty God,

their daughters (that’s me, Eden, and my

little sister, Eve—yeah, no pressure at all)

will toe the Pentecostal line. Sometimes

Eve and I even pretend to talk in tongues,

just to keep them believing we’re heaven-

bound, despite the fact that we go to public school

(Mama’s too lazy to homeschool) and come

face-to-face with the unsaved every day.

But anyway, my father and mother

maintain certain expectations when

it comes to their daughters’ all-too-human

future plans and desires.

Papa: Our daughters will find

husbands within their faith.

Mama: Our daughters will not

date until they’re ready to marry.



You Get My Dilemma

I’m definitely not ready to marry,

so I can’t risk letting them know

I’m already dating, let alone dating

a guy who isn’t born-again, and even

worse, doesn’t believe he needs to be.

Andrew is spiritual, yes. But religious?

Religion is for followers, he told

me once. Followers and puppets.

At my stricken look, he became not

quite apologetic. Sorry. But I don’t

need some money-grubbing preacher

defining my relationship with God.

At the time, I was only half in love

with Andrew and thought I needed

definitions. “What, exactly, is your

relationship with our Heavenly Father?”

He gently touched my cheek, smiled.

First off, I don’t think God is a guy.

Some Old Testament–writing fart

made that up to keep his old lady

in line. He paused, then added, Why

would God need a pecker, anyway?

Yes, he enjoyed the horrified look

on my face. More laughter settled

into those amazing eyes, creasing

them at the corners. So sexy!

Anyway, I relate to God in a very

personal way. Don’t need anyone

to tell me how to do it better. I see

His hand everywhere—in red sunrises

and orange sunsets; in rain, falling

on thirsty fields; in how a newborn

lamb finds his mama in the herd. I thank

God for these things. And for you.

After that, I was a lot more than

halfway in love with Andrew.



The Funny Thing Is

We actually met at a revival, where nearly

everyone was babbling in tongues,

or getting a healthy dose of Holy Spirit

healing. Andrew’s sister, Mariah, had

forsaken her Roman Catholic roots

in favor of born-again believing and had

dragged her brother along that night,

hoping he’d find salvation. Instead

he found me, sitting in the very back

row, half grinning at the goings-on.

He slid into an empty seat beside me.

So . . . , he whispered. Come here often?

I hadn’t noticed him come in, and when

I turned to respond, my voice caught

in my throat. Andrew was the best-looking

guy to ever sit next to me,

let alone actually say something to me.

In fact, I didn’t know they came that cute

in Idaho. A good ten seconds passed before

I realized he had asked a question.

“I . . . uh . . . well, yes, in fact I come here

fairly regularly. See the short guy up there?”

I pointed toward Papa, who kept the crowd

chanting and praying while the visiting evangelist

busily laid on his hands. “He’s the regular

preacher and happens to be my father.”

Andrew’s jaw fell. He looked back and

forth, Papa to me. You’re kidding, right?

His consternation surprised me. “No,

not kidding. Why would you think so?”

He measured me again. It’s just . . . you look

so normal, and this . . . He shook his head.

I leaned closer to him, and for the first

time inhaled his characteristic scent—

clean and somehow green, like the alfalfa

fields I later learned he helps work for cash.

I dropped my voice very low. “Promise not

to tell, but I know just what you mean.”



It Was a Defining Moment

For me, who had never dared confess

that I have questioned church dogma

for quite some time, mostly because I am

highly aware of hypocrisy and notice

it all too often among my father’s flock.

I mean, how can you claim to walk

in the light of the Lord when you’re

cheating on your husband or stealing

from your best friend/business partner?

Okay, I’m something of a cynic.

But there was more that evening—instant

connection, to a guy who on the surface

was very different from me. And yet,

we both knew instinctively that we needed

something from each other. Some people might

call it chemistry—two parts hydrogen,

one part oxygen, voilà! You’ve got water.

A steady trickle, building to a cascade.



If Andrew

Was the poser type, things would

probably be easier. I mean, if he could

pretend to accept the Lord into his heart,

on my father’s strictest of terms, maybe

we could be seen together in public—not

really dating, of course. Not without a ring.

But Andrew is the most honest person

I’ve ever met, and deadly honest that night.

Did you have to come to this thing?

It seems kind of, um . . . theatrical.

We had slipped out the back door,

when everyone’s attention turned to

some unbelievable miracle at the front

of the church. I smiled. “Theatrical.

That sums it up pretty well, I guess.

You probably couldn’t see it in back, but . . .”

I glanced around dramatically, whispered,

“Brother Bradley even wears makeup!”

Andrew laughed warmly. So why do

you come, then? Pure entertainment?

I shrugged. “Certain expectations are

attached to the ‘pastor’s daughter’ job

description. Easier just to meet them, or

at least pretend they don’t bother you.”

It was early November, and the night wore

a chill. I shivered at the nip in the air,

or at the sudden magnetic pull I felt toward

this perfect stranger. Without a second

thought, Andrew took off his leather

jacket, eased it around my shoulders.

Cool tonight, he observed. All

the signs point to a hard winter.

He was standing very close to me.

I sank into that earthy green aura, looked

up into his eyes. “You don’t believe in

miracles, but you do believe in signs?”

His eyes didn’t stray an inch. Who

says I don’t believe in miracles?

They happen every day. And I think

we both knew that one just might have.



It Was Unfamiliar Turf

I mean, of course I’d thought guys were cute

before, and the truth is, I’d even kissed

a few. But they’d all been “kiss and run,”

and none had come sprinting back for seconds.

Probably because most of the guys here

at Boise High know who my father is.

But Andrew went to Borah High, clear

across town, and he graduated last year.

He’s a freshman at Boise State, where his mom

teaches feminist theory. Yes, she and his rancher

dad make an odd couple. Love is like that.

Guess where his progressive theories came from.

That makes him nineteen, all the more reason

we have to keep our relationship discreet.

In Idaho, age of consent is eighteen,

and my parents wouldn’t even think

twice about locking him up for statutory.

That horrible thought has crossed my mind

more than once in the four months since

Andrew decided to take a chance on me.



Four Months

Of him coming to church with Mariah,

both of us patiently wading through Papa’s

sermons, then waiting for post-services coffee

hours to slip separately out the side doors, into

the thick stand of riverside trees for a walk.

Conversation. After a while, we held hands

as we ducked in between the old cottonwoods,

grown skeletal with autumn. We joked about

how soon we’d have to bring our own leaves

for cover. And then one day Andrew stopped.

He pleated me into his arms, burrowed his face

in my hair, inhaled. Smells like rain, he said.

My heart quickstepped. He wanted to kiss

me. That scared me. What if I wasn’t good?

His lips brushed my forehead, the pulse

in my right temple. Will I burn if I kiss you?

I was scared, but not of burning, and I wanted

that kiss more than anything I’d ever wanted

in my life. “Probably. And I’ll burn with you.

But it will be worth it.” I closed my eyes.

It was cold that morning, maybe thirty

degrees. But Andrew’s lips were feverish

against mine. It was the kiss in the dream

you never want to wake up from—sultry,

fueled by desire, and yet somehow innocent,

because brand-new, budding love was the heart

of our passion. Andrew lifted me gently

in his sinewy arms, spun me in small circles,

lips still welded to mine. I’d never known

such joy, and it all flowed from Andrew.

And when we finally stopped, I knew

my life had irrevocably changed.



Day by Day

I’ve grown to love him more and more.

Now, though I haven’t dared confess

it yet, I’m forever and ever in love with

him. After I tell him (if I ever find the nerve),

I’ll have to hide it from everyone. Boise,

Idaho, isn’t very big. Word gets around.

Can’t even tell Eve. She’s awful about

keeping secrets. Good thing she goes to

middle school, where she isn’t privy

to what happens here at Boise High.

I’m sixteen, a junior. A year and a half,

and I’ll be free to do whatever I please.

For now, I’m sneaking off to spend

a few precious minutes with Andrew.

I duck out the exit, run down the steps,

hoping I don’t trip. Last thing I need

is an emergency room visit when I’m

supposed to be in study hall. Around one

corner. Two. And there’s his Tundra across

the street, idling at the curb. He spots me

and even from here, I can see his face

light up. Glance left. No one I know.

Right. Ditto. No familiar faces or cars.

I don’t even wait for the corner,

but jaywalk midblock at a furious

pace, practically dive through the door

and across the seat, barely saying hello

before kissing Andrew like I might

never see him again. Maybe that’s because

always, in the back of my mind, I realize

that’s a distinct possibility, if we’re ever

discovered kissing like this. One other

thought branded into my brain is that maybe

kissing like this will bring God’s almighty wrath

crashing down all around us. I swear, God,

it’s not just about the delicious electricity

coursing through my veins. It’s all about love.

And you are the source of that, right? Amen.



A Poem by Seth Parnell

Possibilities

As a child, I was wary,

often felt cornered.

To escape, I regularly

stashed myself

in the closet,

comforted by curtains

of cotton. Silk. Velour.

Avoided wool, which

encouraged my

itching

the ever-present rashes

on my arms, legs. My skin

reacted to secrets, lies,

and taunts by wanting

to break out.

Now I hide behind

a wall of silence, bricked

in by the crushing

desire to confess,

but afraid of

my family’s reaction.

Fearful I don’t have

the strength to survive

the fallout.



Seth

As Far Back

As I can remember,

I have known that

I was different. I think

I was maybe five

when I decided that.

I was the little boy

who liked art projects

and ant farm tending

better than riding bikes

or playing army rangers.

Not easy, coming from

a long line of farmers and

factory workers. Dad’s big

dream for his only son has

always been tool and die.

My dream is liberal arts,

a New Agey university.

Berkeley, maybe. Or,

even better, San Francisco.

But that won’t happen.



Not with Mom Gone

She was the one who

supported my escape

plan. You reach for your

dreams, she said. Factory

work is killing us all.

Factory work may

have jump-started it,

but it was cancer that

took my mom, one year

and three months ago.

At least she didn’t

have to find out about

me. She loved me, sure,

with all her heart. Wanted

me to be happy, with all her

heart. But when it came to

sex, she was all Catholic

in her thinking. Sex was

for making babies, and only

after marriage. I’ll never forget

what she said when my cousin

Liz got pregnant. She was just

sixteen and her boyfriend hauled

his butt out of town, all the way

to an army base in Georgia.

Mom got off the phone with

Aunt Josie, clucking like a hen.

Who would have believed

our pretty little Liz would

grow up to be such a whore?

I thought that was harsh,

and told her so. She said,

flat out, Getting pregnant

without getting married first

makes her a whore in God’s eyes.

I knew better than to argue

with Mom, but if she felt

that strongly about unmarried

sex, no way could I ever let

her know about me, suffer

the disgrace that would have

followed. Beyond Mom,

Indiana’s holier-than-thou

conservatives hate “fags” almost

as much as those freaks in Kansas

do—the ones who picket dead

soldiers’ funerals, claiming

their fate was God’s way of

getting back at gays. How in

the hell are the two things related?



And Anyway

If God were inclined

to punish someone

just for being the way

he created them, it would

be punishment enough

to insert that innocent

soul inside the womb

of a native Indianan.

These cornfields and

gravel roads are no place

for someone like me.

Considering almost every

guy I ever knew growing up

is a total jock, with no plans

for the future but farming

or assembly-line work,

it sure isn’t easy to fit in

at school, even without

overtly jumping out of

that frigging closet.

I can’t even tell Dad,

though I’ve come very

close a couple of times,

in response to his totally

cliché homophobic views:

Bible says God made

Adam and Eve, not Adam

and Steve, and no damn

bleeding-heart liberal

gonna tell me different.

Most definitely not this

bleeding-heart liberal.

Of course, Dad has no clue

that’s what I am. Or have

become. Because of who

I am, all the way inside,

the biggest part of me,

the part I need to hide.

Wonder what he’d say

if I told him the first person

to recognize what I am

was a priest. Father Howard

knew. Took advantage, too.

Maybe I’ll confess it all

to Dad someday. But not

while he’s still grieving

over Mom. I am too.

And if I lost my dad

because of any of this, I really

don’t know what I’d do.



So I Keep the Real Seth

Mostly hidden away.

It is spring, a time of hope,

locked in the rich loam

we till and plant. Corn.

Maize. The main ingredient

in American ethanol,

the fuel of the future, and

so it fuels our dreams. It’s

a cold March day, but the sun

threatens to thaw me,

like it has started to thaw

the ground. The big John

Deere has little trouble

tugging the tiller, turning

the soil, readying it for seed.

I don’t mind this work.

There’s something satisfying

about the submission, dirt

to churning blades. Submission,

yes, and almost as ancient

as the submission of one

beast, throat up to another.

One human, facedown

to another. And always,

always another, hungering.



Hunger

Drives the beast, human

or otherwise, and it is

the essence of humanity.

Hunger for food. Power.

Sex. All tangled together.

It was hunger that made

me post a personal ad

on the Internet. Hunger

for something I knew

I could never taste here.

Hunger that put me on

the freeway to Louisville,

far away enough to promise

secrecy unattainable at home.

Hunger that gave me

the courage to knock on

a stranger’s door. Looking

back, I realize the danger.

But then I felt invincible.

Or maybe just starved.



I’d Dated Girls, of Course

Trying to convince

myself the attraction

toward guys I’d always felt

was just a passing thing.

Satan, luring me with

the promise of a penis.

I’d even fallen for a female.

Janet Winkler was dream-girl

pretty and sweeter than

just-turned apple cider.

But love and sexual desire

don’t always go hand in hand.

Luckily, Janet wasn’t looking

to get laid, which worked out

just fine. After a while,

though, I figured I should

be looking to get laid, like

every other guy my age. So

why did the thought of sex

with Janet—who I believed

I loved, even—not turn

me on one bit? Worse, why

did the idea of sex with her

Neanderthal jock big brother

turn me on so completely?

Not that Leon Winkler

is particularly special.

Not good-looking. Definitely

not the brightest bulb in the

socket. What he does have

going on is a fullback’s

physique. Pure muscle.

(That includes inside his

two-inch-thick skull.) I’d catch

myself watching his butt,

thinking it was perfect.

Something not exactly

hetero about that. Weird

thing was, that didn’t

bother me. Well, except for

the idea someone might

notice how my eyes often

fell toward the rhythm

of his exit. I never once

lusted for Janet like that.

I tried to let her down

easy. Gave her the ol’

“It’s not you, it’s me”

routine. But breaking up

is never an easy thing.



Not Easy for Janet

Who never saw it coming.

When I told her, she looked

as if she’d been run over

by a bulldozer. But you

told me you love me.

“I do love you,” I said.

“But things are, well . . .

confusing right now. You

know my mom is sick. . . .”

Can’t believe I used

her cancer as an excuse

to try and smooth things

over. And it worked, to

a point, anyway. At least

it gave Janet something

to hold on to. I know, Seth.

But don’t you think you

need someone to . . . ?

The denial in my eyes

spoke clearly. She tried

another tactic, sliding

her arms around my neck,

seeking to comfort me. Then

she kissed me, and it was

a different kind of kiss

than any we’d shared

before. Swollen with desire.

Demanding. Lips still locked

to mine, she murmured, What

if I give you this . . . ?

Her hand found my own,

urged it along her body’s

contours, all the way to

the place between her legs,

the one I had never asked for.

To be honest, I thought

about doing it. What if it

cured my confusion after all?

In the heat of the moment,

I even got hard, especially

when Janet touched me,

dropped onto her knees,

lowered my zipper, started

to do what I never suspected

she knew how to do. Yes . . .

No! Shouldn’t . . . How . . . ?

The haze in my brain

cleared instantly, and I pushed

her away. “No. I can’t,”

was all I could say.



All Janet Could Say

Before she stalked off

was, Up yours! What are

you, anyway? Gay? Not

really expecting a response,

she pivoted sharply, went

in search of moral support.

So she never heard me say,

way under my breath, “Maybe

I am gay.” It was time, maybe

past, to find out for sure.

But not in Perry County,

Indiana, where if you’re

not related to someone,

you know someone who

is. All fact here is rooted

in gossip, and gossip can

prove deadly. Like last year,

little Billy Caldwell told Nate

Fisher that he saw Nate’s mom

kissing some guy out back

of a tavern. Total lie, but

that didn’t help Nate’s mom

when Nate’s dad went looking

for her, with a loaded shotgun.

Caught up to her after Mass

Sunday morning, and when

he was done, that church

parking lot looked like a street

in Baghdad. After, Billy felt

kind of bad. But he blamed

Nate’s dad one hundred percent.

Not Nate, who took out

his grief on Billy’s hunting

dog. That hound isn’t much

good for hunting now, not

with an eye missing. Since

I’d really like to hang on

to both of my eyes and all

of my limbs, I figured I’d

better find my true self

somewhere other than Perry

County. Best way I could

think of was through the

“be anyone you choose to be”

possibilities of online dating.



Granted, One Possibility

Was hooking up with a creep—

a pervert, looking to spread

some incurable disease to some

poor, horny idiot. I met more

than one pervert, but I never

let them do me. Nope, horny

or not, I wasn’t an idiot. No

homosexual yokel, anxious

enough to get laid to let any

guy who swung the correct

direction into my jeans.

I wanted my first real sex

to be with the right guy. Someone

experienced enough to teach

me, but not humiliate me.

Someone good-looking.

Young. Educated. A good

talker, yes, but a good listener,

too. Someone maybe even

hoping to fall in love.



Incredibly

Unimaginably, Loren turned

out to be all those things,

and I found him in Louisville!

He opened my eyes to a wider

world, introduced me to the

avant-garde—performance art,

nude theater, alternative

lit. He gave me a taste

for caviar, pâté, excellent

California cabernet. After

years of fried chicken and

Pabst Blue Ribbon, such

adjustments could only be

born of love. Truthfully,

love was unexpected. I’ve

said it before, and I’ll repeat,

I didn’t fall out of the tree

yesterday. But that first day,

when Loren opened his door,

I took one look and fell

flat on my face. Figuratively,

of course. I barely stumbled

as I crossed the threshold—

into his apartment, and into

the certainty of who I am.



A Poem by Whitney Lang

Stumbling

I only have one question,

scraping the inside of me.

Answer it, and I will

stumble

back into her shadow.

Shut my mouth, never

ask again. I’ve tried to

ignore it, but it won’t go

away.

It haunts my dreams,

chases me through

every single day, and I

don’t

have the strength to

turn around. Face it

down. So please tell me

and I swear I’ll never

ask

again. It’s in your

power to make it go

away. And all you have

to do is tell me

why

you love her more.



Whitney

Living in Someone’s Shadow

Totally blows. Don’t get

me wrong. I love my sister.

Just not as much as my mother

loves her. Doesn’t matter how

hard I try, I can never quite

measure up to Kyra. I’m pretty.

She’s beautiful. I’m smart.

She’s a genius. I can sing

a tolerable alto. She’ll solo,

lead soprano, at the Met.

Mom’s own failed dreams

resurrected in Kyra.

And speaking of dreams,

mine are small. Shortsighted,

Mom calls them. Interior

design, maybe. Or fashion.

Kyra, however, is majoring

in International Relations.

I don’t get it. What does

she want to be? A spy?

I thought things would get

better when she went off

to Vassar. Two thousand,

three hundred and fifty-six

miles away from Santa Cruz,

the pretentious California beach

town where we live. But no

amount of miles can make

her shadow disappear. It’s

only longer, stretched across

the continent. Her on one side.

Me stuck fast on the other.



It’s Not So Bad

When my dad’s home. He’s an

investment banker in the fine

old city of San Francisco.

Too far to commute every day,

so he keeps an apartment there

four nights a week, comes home

for regular three-day weekends.

Used to be regular, anyway.

My dad’s my hero, and when

he’s home he makes Mom stay

off my ass. I don’t say words

like “ass” when he’s around.

Don’t want him to think I’m

a “foul-mouthed bitch,” as my

mom enjoys calling me. Wonder

where I got the mouth from.

Anyway, Daddy loves me,

and if he happens to play

favorites, the dice usually roll

my way. Probably just making

up for Mom. But hey, that’s

okay. One out of two ain’t bad.

I just hate when they argue.

Because it’s usually about me.



More and More Lately

It seems like Mom makes

a point of staying gone when

Daddy’s home. She golfs. Plays

tennis. Spends hours at the gym.

Sometimes she visits a friend

in Monterey. I assume a female

friend, but wouldn’t put it past Mom

to have a thing going on the side.

Pretty sure she doesn’t have a bi

side, but whatever floats her lead-

bottomed boat, as long as it means

she’s hanging out anywhere but here.

I love when it’s just Daddy and me.

Usually it’s here in SC, but once

in a while, I’ll go into the city,

spend the weekend with him there.

San Francisco has to be the most

beautiful place in the world, with

its stunning old homes, stacked

like Legos on its incredibly steep

hills. There are museums. Galleries.

The symphony and the ballet.

Daddy has taught me to appreciate

all of these things, and not give

a sideways glance at SF’s uglier

underbelly. Homeless people.

Panhandlers. Drug dealers, pimps,

and Tenderloin freaks, often only

a street or two removed from

the thriving business district

and the vibrant waterfront tourist

traffic. A city of enigmas.

I like enigmas. I mean, face

it. Semi-absent father. Absent-

for-the-moment sister. Totally

absent mother, not a whole lot

of affection, but plenty of time

all on my own, I’m a walking,

talking poster child for early

promiscuity. Aren’t I?



Well, Not Exactly

See, between the longtime local

hype about AIDS and a real-time

example of how rotten young

mothering can make a person

(Mom was only nineteen when she

had Kyra; I followed a little over three

years later), not to mention how truly

disgusting venereal diseases

look in those movies they show

you in school, I have not been

in a hurry to let just any guy

pluck the rosebud. True love first,

I’ve always said, and that has

been enough to keep me a virgin.

Up until now. I mean, technically

I’m still a virgin at fifteen.

But I’m also in love, and I’m pretty

sure Lucas loves me, too. We’ve been

skin-on-skin. I just haven’t let him

talk me into “all the way in.”



That’s Liable to Change

Any time. I’ve been holding out,

wanting to be certain that he loves

me for more than my bod. But how

can you really know that?

We’ve been together almost

a year. He’s a senior at Kirby,

the same private college prep school

that prepped Kyra for Vassar.

She was valedictorian, of course.

I take AP classes at Empire. Less

pressure. Less having to live up

to valedictorian expectations.

Lucas and I met at a Kirby honor

choir performance last spring. Kyra

sang two solos. Lucas stood in the back

row, mostly faking the words. Once

in a while he actually belted out a few

in a deep, mellow bass. I couldn’t

help but stare. And not at Kyra.

Lucas stole my attention completely.

I mean, he’s freaking beautiful.

His hair falls, a lush gold cascade,

well past his shoulders. It frames

the steep angles of his face perfectly.

His eyes are green, but almost

clear, like cool emerald pools.

You want to dive deep down

into them and swim awhile.

That first night, after the sheet

music was all stored away,

I went looking for Kyra and cookies,

not necessarily in that order.

I found her, talking with Lucas.

And for not even close to the first

time in my life, the little green

monster sank its fangs into me.

Kyra wasn’t interested in Lucas.

Her taste in men runs toward PhD

candidates (total geeks). But I

wasn’t sure Lucas knew that.

So I took dead aim at making

darn sure he did, pushing straight

in between them. “Hey, sis,” I said,

“Mom is looking for you.”



That Was Mostly a Lie

But it worked. Kyra kisses

Mom’s butt almost as much

as Mom kisses hers. She took

off with a simple, Excuse me.

I turned to Lucas. “Good

performance. You’ve got

a great voice. . . .” Better

eyes, but I didn’t go there.

His smile revealed major bucks

in dental work. Yeah. At least

when I can remember the words.

So . . . you’re Kyra’s little sister?

The “little” made me wince.

Of course, I was only fourteen

at the time. Kyra’s eighteenth

birthday was sneaking up.

Whatever. I had to play nice.

“That’s me. Kyra’s little sister.

But you can call me Whitney

if you want. It’s shorter.”

Something about the tone

of my voice tipped him off.

Ooh. Struck a nerve, huh?

Well, little sis, no worries.

He gave a long, assessing look.

You measure up okay. Besides . . .

He lowered his voice. Just between

you and me, your sister’s a bitch.

O-M-G! No one, and I mean no

one, had ever told me that before.

I studied his face, trying to find

a hint of insincerity. Couldn’t.

Something sparked between us.

Maybe it was as simple as him

thinking my sister was a bitch.

Sharing my opinion. Something

others rarely do. And not only

sharing it, but not being afraid to

voice such an unpopular sentiment.

“Just between you and me, I agree.”



Okay, Very Likely

He saw how much I needed

to hear that, and maybe he figured

it might be a way into my panties,

and maybe it will lead to that eventually.

Maybe even soon. I’m not really sure

how or why I’ve held out this long,

except that protecting my virginity

is one thing I can accomplish

all on my own. Won’t give it away

too cheaply. Not even to Lucas,

whose touch simply electrifies me.

That night, as the reception broke up

and we started toward our families,

our hands touched. The energy

was pure magic. He felt it too,

turned back to me immediately.

His smile was lupine. Ravenous.

I needed to get to know this guy,

and so when he said, Uh . . . don’t

suppose you’d give me your number?

I recited it once. Repeated it.

Asked him to repeat it to me,

a feat that he managed easily.

He remembered it too.



It Kind of Surprised Me

When he called a couple of days

later. Not sure why. I guess it’s

because I always set myself up

for disappointment. Not that time.

Hey, he said, it’s Lucas, from

Kirby. . . . Like I wouldn’t have

remembered! I was thinking about

a day trip to Big Sur. Interested?

Like I wouldn’t have been!

But I didn’t want him to know

my temp had just flared well over

one-oh-one. “Uh, maybe. When?”

I don’t suppose you could, like,

ditch school tomorrow? At

my long pause, he laughed. Okay.

How about Saturday, then?

That gave me two whole days

to make up a believable excuse.

No way would Mom let me go

to Big Sur with a guy I just met.

Okay, she wouldn’t have let me

go with any guy. Not that I cared.

Getting away with stuff was a well-

loved hobby. And even if it wasn’t,

I would have done just about

anything to spend the day with

someone who made me feel

important. Pretty, maybe. Alive.

Believe it or not, my mom made

it easy. I’m playing golf with Cyn

tomorrow, she told me on Friday.

And we’re doing dinner afterward.

You’ll be okay here alone, right?

She barely even heard my ramble

about going over to Trish’s for

the day. Great. I’ll be home late.

Just like that, my Saturday had

opened up. And, very much like

my wandering mother, I was oh-

so-ready to go out and play.



We Played That Saturday

Lucas’s silver Eclipse Spyder

seemed to maneuver those

Highway 1 curves all by itself.

Good thing, considering how

buzzed we got. Okay, it wasn’t

the first time I’d smoked weed,

but I’d rarely smoked myself

so close to outer space before.

Finally Lucas pulled well off

the road, parked. C’mon.

I want to show you something.

He took my hand, led me along

a narrow trail to a steep rock

wall. No way could you climb

up from the front, but around back,

little ledges allowed access to the top.

Despite the residual morning mist,

the view of the crest-and-crash

Pacific literally stole my breath

away. “Insane,” I managed.

We sat, lost in our buzz and the roar

of the sea, and when he slipped

his arm around my shoulder, it

felt right. No, better than right.

It felt necessary. He wanted

to kiss me, I knew that. And

I wanted to let him, but I was

afraid I’d look like an idiot.

I’d only ever kissed two other

guys, in an eighth-grade game

of Truth or Dare. Not real kisses.

Not even real practice kisses.

Still, when he touched my face,

it rotated easily toward his. And

when our eyes locked, I dove into

those emerald pools and our first

kiss was an effortless float.

All the love I’d ever thirsted

for swelled, symphonic. Finally,

too soon, he pulled away. Wow.



A Man of Few Words

Most definitely, but I didn’t

need words then. I needed

another kiss, which he gave

me, and another. And another.

Without asking for more. Even

though by the end of that make-out

session, my body was saying, “Please,

more.” And it has many times since.

A few days ago Daddy was in the city,

and Mom was off at some fashion

show. I asked Lucas to come over.

We were making out hot and heavy.

He started to unbutton my blouse.

I let him. And when he unzipped

my jeans, I helped him help me

out of them. Snared by the heat

of his kiss, I barely noticed when

he slipped out of his own Levis.

Skin urgent against skin, only

panties and boxers between us,

I was ready to shed that final thin

barrier, allow him access to the most

private part of me, when familiar faces

floated past the window. Not-quite busted!



A Poem by Ginger Cordell

Faces

I wear many faces,

some way too old

to fit the girl glued

to the back of them.

I

keep my faces in a box,

stashed inside of me.

It’s murky in there,

overcast with feelings I

don’t

allow anyone to see.

Not that anyone cares

enough to go looking.

No one wants to

know

what bothers me. Too

hung up on their own

problems. Sometimes

I think I have to see

the real

Ginger, so I open

the box, search inside.

But no matter how hard

I look, I can’t find

me.



Ginger

SOP

Standard operating procedure.

Iris is yelling again. At the phone.

At the guy on the other end.

At what he’s done to her world—

her totally messed-up, totally self-

centered piece of the universe.

Wish she would just shut the fuck

up. Hang up. Forget Hal or Bill

or Joe or Frank or whatever this

one’s name is. I can’t remember

them all. Only a couple of names,

a face or two. A few other body

parts I’ll never be able to forget.

All because of Iris’s “womanly

needs.” That’s what she calls

her overinflated sex drive. Why

can’t she stop thinking about

herself and act like a mom?

She could start by letting us call

her Mom. But, no, she insists on

Iris. Says it makes her feel pretty.

Not sure she was ever really

pretty, but if she was, too

many babies and too much

hard living has sucked her dry.

Too much, too many. That

describes Iris pretty damn well.

Too much booze. Too many

smokes. Way too many

pills. Speed. Downers.

Everything in between. Any-

thing to shut off and shut

up what’s left of her brain.



A Door Slams

Guess she’s done on the phone.

Done with another Mr. Wrong.

Thirty seconds, she’ll be in here,

crying. Wanting me to say, “Don’t

cry, Iris. Everything will be okay.”

And, you know, maybe it will.

“Okay” is all in how you look at

things. Compared to some bum

on the street, or some starving

kid in Africa, we’re okay, living

with our grandma, who manages

to feed Iris and us six kids.

Six kids, five different fathers.

Only Maryann and I share one,

not that we know one damn thing

about him, except he’s an army

lifer who gave us his face (neither

of us takes after our mother) and his

last name. Guess Iris actually

married him. Wonder if she

ever officially unmarried him.

Yes, no, or maybe so, the other

kids—Porter, Honey, Pepper,

and Sandy—all have different

fathers, but share the same last

name. Belcher, just like Gram’s.

Our first names come courtesy

of Iris’s infatuation with ancient

black-and-white TV reruns. Ginger

and Mary Ann were characters on

Gilligan’s Island. Porter and

Sandy were on a show about

a dolphin named Flipper. Pepper

was Police Woman, and Honey

West was a private investigator,

cop, or other woman-in-danger.

Anyway, we’ve been at Gram’s

place in California for seven months,

eating every day, sleeping warm.

But I don’t know how long it will

last. Iris gets along with her mother

about how she gets along with her men.



Thirty Seconds Is Up

Iris doesn’t bother to knock.

She slaps against the door,

pushes her way into the room

that I share with Mary Ann, Honey,

and Pepper. Four girls, two

beds. Luckily, only I’m here now.

Iris tosses herself across my bed,

lands facedown against rumpled

blankets. Bastard! Why are they all

such bastards? She sobs, and her

body shakes like she’s got the DTs.

Like she’d ever suffer through detox.

I should feel sorry for her, I guess.

But I don’t. I can’t. She makes

me sick. Maybe because I know

I could turn out just like her. No way

to dig myself out of this grave for

the living. No way I’ve found yet.

I try to dig up a little sympathy.

“He wasn’t such a great guy

anyway, Iris.” He was nasty.

But she doesn’t think so. No one’s

p-perf-fect. I thought we

were doing just f-f-fine.

Anger punches me suddenly,

hard, little blows to the gut.

“Maybe he found out how you

make your . . . uh . . . living.

Not many guys will put up

with someone who screws

other guys for money. And if

they do, then all they’re after

is free booze and an easy lay.”

She jerks upright, grabs me

by the shoulders, shakes till

my teeth rattle. You little bitch.

How dare you talk to me like

that? You know anything

I do to get by, I do for you.



“You”

Meaning her collective offspring.

I look into her eyes and find only

honesty there. She means every

word, hasn’t even the slightest

clue how full of shit she totally

is. I don’t care. She should know.

“Some people wait tables or work

in grocery stores, Iris. Hustling

BJs is lazy work.” All on your knees.

Emotions cycle through her eyes

like a color wheel. She wants

to hit me. Wants to hug me.

Her hands, still attached to my

shoulders, tremble. I’m sorry.

I just don’t know anything else.

Finally her hands fall away.

I thought maybe things would

change with Greg. Get better.

What planet does she live on?

“Get real! What guy wants

a woman like . . . like you?”



Smacked Down

That’s how she looks, but I don’t

feel bad about it. She wants me

to mother her. Well, what mother

with half a pair of balls wouldn’t say

the same thing? (Not counting

my mother!) And I’ve got a full pair.

I swear I can see smoke billowing

from her ears. Who made you so

stinking mean? She spits the s’s.

What a fucking stupid question!

Isn’t she expecting my answer?

“Who do you fricking think?”

She wants to say more, but at this

exact moment, Gram comes

into the room, carrying an armful

of detergenty-smelling laundry.

Her head swivels toward us.

Uh. Am I interrupting something?

Iris shakes her head. Nothing

important. I need a smoke.

She rolls off the bed. And a beer.



I Must Look

As pissed as I feel. Without

a word, Gram lays the folded

clothes on the other bed.

She turns toward me slowly,

and for maybe the hundredth

time, I wonder what has carved

such deep wrinkles into her face.

She’s only, like, fifty-three

or so, and I’m pretty sure that,

unlike Iris, Gram used to be

a knockout. You okay?

Her voice is pillow soft.

My eyes sting suddenly. It

should be Iris—Mom—

asking if I’m okay. “No.”

Gram comes over, sits on

the edge of the bed. Up

close, her face looks like

earthquake-splintered stone.

Worn, but not worn out.

I wish I could change things

for you. And for her, too.

Her childhood was no

walk in the park either. Not

easy, being an army brat. And

touching down in Barstow

wasn’t exactly a reward for years

spent hauling around the U.S.

Then, when her dad got killed . . .

well, she went starved dog wild.

Between Fort Irwin, Edwards,

and the Marine Corps bases,

there were plenty of men willing

to be stand-ins for her fallen

father. Only it wasn’t exactly

daughterly love they were after.



Guess That Explains

How she got knocked up

with me when she was

only sixteen. Just my age.

And maybe it explains why

she never outgrew teendom.

Still, “Why are you taking her

side? She pisses you off too.

Not like we can’t hear you

yell at each other, you know.”

Gram nods. I know. I’m sorry.

It’s not such a big place.

Barely enough room to fit

you all in. But we’ll get by.

Yes, I get mad at Iris. She can

be downright infuriating. Always

was a selfish girl. Never one

to think about others, or try

to spare their feelings. Not

mother material, not at all. Not

fair to any of you to pop you

out, then leave you to mostly fend

for yourselves. Even coyotes and

jackals do better by their pups.

All I’m asking is for her to get

a job. Something legit. Pay taxes,

stop whoring arou—She skids

to a stop, has said too much.

“It’s okay. I know what she does.

Hate what she does. She’ll never

stop. Not for you. Not for any of us.”



In the Next Room

Sandy starts up a fuss. Short

nap. He’ll be a little turdcake

tonight. Gram and I move at

the same time. Iris will let him

squish around in his wet Pull-Up

until someone else changes it. I stop

Gram with a touch of my hand.

“I’ll get him. You do enough.”

I kiss her cheek gently before

sliding off the bed, onto the chipped

linoleum floor. Nothing special

about Gram’s house. Except Gram.

One second, she says, giving me

a fierce hug. I know things haven’t

been easy for you kids. A regular

parade of Iris’s men, most of ’em

bad ones, in and out of your lives.

Not even knowing your daddies.

Moving around, cycling through

homes. No homes at all sometimes.

And not because the army was giving

anyone orders. I wish I’d known

sooner, but Iris didn’t talk to me

at all for years. Anger just eats

a person up inside, and I swear

that girl was born angry. Anyway,

that ain’t no here nor there.

But now you know where I live.

Whatever happens, I want you

to remember this is always your home.

Love, unlike any I’ve ever known,

floods through me. I kiss Gram’s

cheek. “I will.” I want to say more,

but I’m afraid if I do I’ll jinx

myself, and the other kids too.

Speaking of them, there’s Sandy

again, crying like he’s dying.

“Better go!” I dash toward

the door, and as I leave, I can

hear Gram’s quiet, Tsk-tsk.

Then she whispers, Too bad Iris

can’t be more like her daughter.



I Don’t Think

She meant me to hear it.

But I did, and I flush,

blood warm with pleasure.

That was probably the nicest

thing anyone has ever said

about me, if not to me directly.

I start toward the small bedroom

that used to belong to Iris when

she was in high school. I hate

going in there, because I know

it’s where she got preggers

with me. Same bed, even. No,

I’m not guessing. One night,

after a beer or two too many,

Iris felt the warped need to share

the whole story—how Private First

Class Kenneth Cordell sneaked

in through the window, not once,

but enough times to make damn

sure and knock up one Iris Ann

Belcher. Thanks so much, Daddy.



A Poem by Cody Bennett

Not Damn Sure

Where my real daddy ran

to, if he settled down in some

Podunk town or if he fell flat

off the face of the earth.

No clue

who he is or why Mom

slept with him seventeen

years ago, give or take.

Maybe it was rape.

No lie.

Mom is pretty much

a prude. A nice prude.

and all things considered,

a really great mom.

No complaints

about her or how we

live. Yeah, I’ve got

a stepdad, but he’s pretty
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What She Forgot


Another Few Weeks


Seven Fifty, Minus Commission


Later, After Several Shots


A Poem by Cody Bennett: Might as Well Laugh


Cody: So Lady Luck


Saturday Is Ronnie’s Birthday


I’ve Scrounged


That Phrase Again


It Won’t Cover


Frederick Has a Secret Too


First Things First


Caller ID


A Poem by Eden Streit: Assaulted


Eden: Escape from Tears of Zion


After a Few Weeks


Plan A


Talk About Knocking


Plan C


Hope Begins to Fade


Brother Stephen


Thank the Good Lord


When He Returns


As He Pokes


When the Door Closes


A Poem by Seth Parnell: Vegas


Seth: Before We Came


Someone’s Gay Father


A Few Days Later


Culture Shock


Skin, Skin


If Vegas Is Hell


One Big Problem


Sure, There Are Posers


Which Brings Me Back


Or Where


The Next Time


Making Me


A Poem by Whitney Lang: Sooner or Later


Whitney: Free


We’re Staying


Bryn Blows In


Bryn’s Reaction


A Week After


I Also Worry


It’s Almost Midnight


I Beg for a Buzz First


Within Seconds


A Poem by Ginger Cordell: Staring


Ginger: Our Own Place


She Pushed Hard Enough


When I Think About Iris


I Start to Pace


Which Means a Couple of Things


Her Back Is Toward Me


The Clothes Are Still Spinning


Early Evening


Is Every Girl


She Stumbles In


Alex Goes to Shower


A Poem by Cody Bennett: Door


Cody: Logic?


The Chiefs Kick Off


Her Answer


She Introduced Me


Sometimes Misty and I


I Pull into Valet


Two Quiet Knocks


Dan Has Done This Before


I Bite Down


I Leave, Emptied


A Poem by Eden Streit: Shrinking


Eden: They Say Freedom Isn’t Free


Old Malibus


But It Isn’t Jerome


At Fifty MPH


Where Is Andrew?


Eyes Burning


It Takes Three Tries


He Drops Me Off


A Poem by Seth Parnell: Dreams Forfeited


Seth: Any Farm Boy


So Here I Am, Midmorning


I Am Swimming in Sweat


Hang On


All Worked Out


Venison Is Not Easy to Find


Before I Can Answer


He Does Not Mean


I Have Never Considered


A Poem by Whitney Lang: Don’t Stop


Whitney: Fighting “Night Time”


I’m Not Stupid


When Bryn’s Key


I Try to Push Him Away


When I Surface


Skin Tight Men’s Club


Why Did I Have to Go


I Swear Until This Moment


It Isn’t Far


Air!


A Poem by Ginger Cordell: I’ll Stay


Ginger: Sadness


Now Here’s This Girl


I Expect Surprise


It’s the Last Thing She Says


Tempting as It Might Be


Walt Was the First


I Wait for Her Now


A Poem by Cody Bennett: Don’t Know


Cody: How Do I Find Myself Here?


That Includes Ronnie


The Only Thing


On a Positive Note


Credit Cards


Not Craving Any


Fact Is


Hot Damn


I’m a Little Late


Light Floats


A Poem by Eden Streit: Still Here


Eden: I Am Less Than a Ghost


As for My Body


Rush Hour


Good Samaritan


A Poem by Seth Parnell: No Way to Be Saved


Seth: I Don’t Remember Innocence


We Are Alone


I’m Still Trying


He Will Not Allow


A Poem by Whitney Lang: Less Than Patiently


Whitney: No Love


We Agree on a Time


I’m Supposed to Meet


By the Time He Leaves


A Poem by Ginger Cordell: Wind


Ginger: Late Night Last Night


It’s Almost Noon


Junkies and Whores


A Poem by Cody Bennett: Afterthoughts


Cody: Don’t Want to Open My Eyes


Eventually the Tide Recedes


A Poem by Eden Streit: If I Come Back


Eden: Off the Streets


Walk Straight


My Caseworker


Boise, Idaho


I Insisted on E-mail


A Poem by Seth Parnell: Home


Seth: Always Believed


I Also Messaged Loren


Don’t Know Where


A Poem by Whitney Lang: When You Weren’t Looking


Whitney: Almost Died


I Can’t Tell You


A Poem by Ginger Cordell: You Never Know


Ginger: Don’t Know If It’s the Same


Gram and the Kids


A Poem by Cody Bennett: Have to Find


Author’s Note


Rumble Excerpt


In the Narrow Pewter Space


Have Faith


Case in Point


Why, Then


As I Wind Up


A Tribute


I’m Not Quite


As Is Usual


The Defiance


Hi-Ho-the-Merry-O


The Weight of His Sigh


Which Would Be


Fucking Great


He Tries Another Tack


For a Counselor


It’s a Total Lie


Doesn’t Matter
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