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Chapter One

Outside, just beyond our front door, Pa was having a word with the bank man.

Inside, Jessamyn splashed a cold shock of water over my scalp to loosen up the last week’s worth of dust from my hair. It sloshed at the bottom of the washbasin, cloudy as pond muck.

“Watch it you don’t splash my eye,” I spat, shaking my head like a wet dog.

“What you gotten into anyway? Your head’s as dirty as your feet,” said Jess.

“Good,” I said, “that’s how I like it.”

Jess answered back with another pour of water that flooded my eyes and ears for just a moment.

She was doing this on purpose. Washing my hair. Keeping my head down. Pinning me here in the kitchen over a doggone washbasin. She was doing it so I wouldn’t see what was going on.

But I knew.

I knew that bank man was coming. I knew what he was there for. And I knew what would happen when he was done with us.

Besides, Jess couldn’t keep me from peering up through my dripping locks to look down the dark empty hall into the empty sitting room and out there just beyond the screen door.

Pa was standing there, stunted fields of wheat behind him, our sad, still windmill looking on in the distance. He was standing, all dust and jeans and wounded pride. Seeing him like that, his work shirt faded and thin against the black brushed suit of that man, made me hold on tight to the washbasin so the world wouldn’t spin too bad.

It’d been spinning a lot more than usual lately.

“Quit looking, Gloria,” Jessamyn snapped, scrubbing harder, but I kept my eyes on Pa.

He had taken the bank man outside so we didn’t have to hear him beg. But even with all Jessamyn’s sloshing and scrubbing and scolding, I could still hear him say words like “loan,” “please,” and “one more week.”

He could’ve said all that in front of me. Our things had been packed for weeks. Ma had already sent her wedding linen to Aunt May in Tulsa for safekeeping. I’d seen the look on the grocer’s face when we came in. I’d heard Pa cursing at the fields and the sky and the rain, wherever it was. And I’d heard Ma and Pa whispering long into the night when we all should’ve been sleeping.

I knew what it meant when you didn’t pay and didn’t pay and didn’t pay. I felt it in the worn-out knees of my overalls and in the empty part of my stomach. I could see it in the way Pa carried himself and in the way Ma looked out the window.

It wasn’t our fault.

First the rain stopped falling. Then the wheat stopped growing. Then the dust storms started coming. Then the tractor stopped working, and the jars in the cellar started dwindling, and Pa stopped joking and joshing like the words dried right up in his mouth.

And then Ma got big. And Pa tried not to say How we gonna feed one more kid but we all knew he was thinking it. And Ma tried not to say We’ve lost our minds bringing a baby into this world but we all knew she was thinking it. I tried not to say how rip-roaring it would be to be someone’s big sister, but they all knew I was thinking it. By the time Little Si came screaming into the world, we all knew just to hold our tongues and stare that something so tiny and so perfect could come when there’d been nothing but bad news. He was scrawny and red as a cherry, but Ma was beaming because she said other than being fussy he was the healthiest baby she’d seen.

Maybe she was lying, but I don’t think so. I just think when you’re so small, you can’t take as much dust into you as a girl like me can.

It was just me and Jess there in the kitchen, the two of us. It should’ve been three.

“Jess…?” I mumbled into the washbasin.

“What.”

I bit my lip. I was about to say something I knew I shouldn’t. I’d been dancing around it all week since Pa had said quietly at supper that we were gonna have to leave our farm and head west for greener pastures and better work in California. I’d held my tongue when Jessamyn begged Ma not to kill the egg-laying chickens she had raised and given glamour names to. I’d held my tongue when Ma went out back and snapped Yvette and Rosalina’s necks anyway. I’d held my tongue when Pa had taken apart the bed Jessamyn and I shared and sold it for scrap so he could get our pickup truck in shape for the drive. I’d held my tongue just like everyone else had held their tongue about whatever it was that was on their minds that was just too sad to say out loud.

Fat lot of good it’d done me. Or us.

“Don’t you think the bank would let us keep the farm if they knew about Little Si?”

Jessamyn stopped scrubbing. She hadn’t said a word about Little Si. Nobody had. Ma’d buttoned up her sorrow like a Sunday dress. And Pa kept his locked tight in his jaw.

“Well, don’t you think?” I asked again.

Jessamyn was still behind me. Too still.

“He ain’t even been in the ground two months. It ain’t fair to kick us out.”

Maybe we could get one more day, one more week. Maybe it would rain real good tomorrow or the day after, maybe the bank man didn’t know, maybe if he knew he’d take his hat off and drive away and never come back.

“Jess?”

She didn’t answer. So I kept on going.

“It ain’t right. He’s gotta say something. Pa’s gotta say something. Maybe that bank man’s got kids, too, maybe if he just knew what happened—”

CRACK!

The wet rag snapped across my bottom and I let a cussword fly.

“What did you say, Gloria?” Jessamyn snapped.

She yanked me back by the shoulder to give me her best big-sister stare. Water dripped off my hair and soaked into the straps of my overalls.

I mumbled what I said under my breath even though she knew darn well what I said.

“Speak up, Gloria.”

“I said,” I began loudly, “Jesus H. Ch—”

WHAP!

Jessamyn let that wet rag snap against my bottom one more time to make her point.

“Honestly, Gloria, why you gotta bring up stuff no one wants to talk about?”

Jess shoved my head back down so she could get in behind my ears. She was scrubbing and scrubbing like she could scrub away the bank man, the dust, and what lay buried beneath the old cottonwood. Like she could scrub away me knowing I’d heard her cry the night Little Si died. But I had heard her. And if she weren’t so darned set about being contrary for the sake of it, I bet she’d be as mad as me about what was happening.

“So that’s it?” I said. “You just gonna back down without a fight? You fine with leaving one of us here?”

Jess lowered her voice and hissed right into my ear, “You want Ma to hear you talking ’bout all this?”

My tongue went slack in my mouth. Truth was, I figured Ma might crack open like an egg if you didn’t take enough care around her. Split right down the middle. Truth was, I could barely stand to be in the same room with her. We were silent for a good long while, Jess’s hands hovering over me like they’d forgotten how to wash.

“Just keep out of it, Gloria,” she said, almost soft enough to be a whisper.

“That’s what you always say,” I said.

“Well, that’s what you always need to hear.”

I waited for her to start in on me again, maybe even start yanking at the knots I knew were back there. But she didn’t move. I peered over my shoulder and I could see her head held up high and alert. She was listening close to the sounds coming off the porch.

“It’s almost done anyway,” she said softly.

I gave a shove to the washbasin, sloshing some of the dirty water up and over the rim. There was a wet splat on the floor and Jess jumped back.

“Why you got to—Glo, you soaked my shoes!”

“Sorry.”

“Why you got to make everything harder for everyone?”

“I ain’t trying to—”

“You being a pill on purpose. You think ’cause Ma and Pa ain’t got time to mind you, you get to be a wild child?”

“I ain’t a wild child, I just wanna stay!”

Jessamyn whipped me around and took my head in her hands like she was gonna knock some literal sense into me. She started to speak and then looked around to make sure no one was in earshot. “You think I want to go west? You think I want to leave my friends?”

“I think you wanna stay wherever Joe Franklin’s sweet son is staying—”

Jess flicked her fingers against my ribs. Talking about Joe Franklin’s boy always got to her.

“Honestly, Glo, is that all you can think about? I hardly got him on my mind. What I got on my mind is leaving this place and being stuck with no one to talk to but you. Minding you. Watching you. You like a stone around my neck.”

“I ain’t so bad—”

“Glo, you’re the last person I wanna be in the back of a truck with for a thousand miles, or however long we driving for. Talking about your stupid baseball stuff, and—”

“It ain’t stupid!”

“You thinking you’re good enough to pitch for the Balko boys is stupid, Gloria. And I don’t want to be hearing about it all the way to California.”

It stung. Bringing up the Balko boys and the team they never let me play on.

“Well, I am good enough, they just ain’t seen it yet—”

“No group of boys is ever gonna let a girl play ball with them.”

“Well, why not?”

“I dunno, Gloria, that’s just how it is!”

“Well, I could show ’em—”

“No you can’t. Not hanging round them every day like a gosh-darn puppy dog.”

She had a point. I’d been sneaking off whenever they practiced and hanging around the baseball diamond, waiting and hoping they’d give me a chance. For a moment that open field flashed through my mind, along with the sound of the bat hitting the ball into the sky. I could hear them all whooping for each other, getting louder each time a runner passed a base.

And then my eyes darted back to the porch window where Pa was raking his fingers across his cheek. Thinking about pitching suddenly did feel stupid.

“Fine, Jess, to heck with the Balko boys. But why ain’t Pa fighting for us?”

Jess threw her arms up. “Pa ain’t fighting ’cause there’s no reason for us to stay. This place is dead, you hear? The land’s dead. The tractor’s dead. The wheat’s dead. The sky is dead, my chickens are dead… and… and you know what else.”

She whipped me back around to face her and dried her hands off on her skirt.

“Can you dry yourself off, or you need me to do that, too?”

“I ain’t a baby.”

“No?” Jess said, throwing me a dish towel. “Prove it.”

I looked back over to Pa on the front porch talking to the bank man.

Just tell him about Little Si, I thought, tell him what we been through, tell him what it was like, tell him we need a little more time.

But instead I heard Pa say, “No, sir, I understand.”

The words dropped down my insides like stones down a dried-up well. I felt them hit the bottom and turn to something ugly.

Sir. Pa had called him sir. Ma was tying the last of our stuff to the truck like she was getting paid to do it. Jessamyn clearly thought the best thing to do was to give my hair a wash. Things seemed to be about as upside down as they could be.

“Why I gotta be clean anyway?” I grumbled. “We just gonna get dirty on the road, you know Ma and Pa are gonna make me and you sit in the back.”

Jessamyn rolled her eyes as far back in her head as they could go.

“You gotta be clean ’cause we gotta drive through town first. You gotta be clean ’cause you’re Ma and Pa’s little girl. You gotta be clean ’cause you’re my little sister. If that’s not enough for you, you gotta be clean ’cause given the circumstances, everyone’s gonna think we oughtta look like trash. Don’t prove ’em right, Glo.”

I hardened all the muscles in my face. The ugly thing was putting down roots in my insides.

“Me looking like I’m fresh outta a shop window ain’t gonna help us keep this farm and it ain’t gonna bring Little Si back.”

Jessamyn dropped her empty water bucket with a bang.

“Shut up! Honestly, Gloria, when will you learn that sometimes you gotta shut up!”

She snatched the washbasin, now filled with my dirt, rested it on her hip, grabbed the bucket, and stormed out back to toss the cloudy water. I wanted to tell her it didn’t matter if she sloshed it out right here on the kitchen floor.

They were going to level our house anyway.

I watched Jessamyn’s back as she disappeared through the screen door. Out back, Ma took a step towards her and asked her something. Jessamyn shook her head and threw up her free hand, gesturing towards me in the house. Ma put her hands on her hips and looked at the dirt.

They could talk about me all they wanted. Call me wild child and call me dirty. This was still our house. This was still our land. That was still my brother out back. And Pa hadn’t signed any papers yet.

I put my hands on my own hips the way I saw Ma do it, but I didn’t look at the ground. I stared straight out the front window at the bank man and caught the sun glinting off his silver watch chain. He looked out of place here, all polished up like he was. If he knew, if he understood, he wouldn’t make us go. I knew it in my bones. I could walk right out there and stand next to my pa, take his hand and say—

Mr. Bank Man, let me set the record straight—

No, I’d say—

Mr. Bank Man, get off our land!

No, I’d say—

Mr. Bank Man, why don’t you and I take a walk over to this cottonwood and I’ll tell you some things you ought to know.

That sounded right. I cleared my throat and puffed up my chest to give me a little more courage than I had. This was what a hero would do in a picture, all lit up in silver. Step in and do what everyone said he shouldn’t in the name of justice. No matter how they’d been wronged. Jessamyn would thank me later. They all would. I’d make the bank man feel sore about what he was up to, he’d give us another week, and the sky would prove Jessamyn wrong that it wasn’t dead, and it would open up and soak the fields and little green shoots would come up like they used to and Pa would take my hands and say Thank God for Gloria! We thought we were done for, but Gloria knew we had a chance!

I started moving towards the front door. I walked through the dark hall, past the empty sitting room Ma had been so proud of. “I don’t mind being a farmer’s wife,” she always said. “Long as I have a sitting room in my house.”

Maybe if Ma could keep her sitting room she’d be less likely to break.

Maybe if a neighbor gave Jess two chicks she could rear them up and lay off giving me lip.

Maybe if Pa had his land he wouldn’t be walking around so ashamed and talking so low, like he was embarrassed to be heard.

If no one was going to do anything, then I sure as heck was ready to step up.

I grabbed the front doorknob.

I turned it.

I stepped out onto the front porch, that bank man’s black hat eclipsing the sun, but he didn’t scare me. Nothing could scare me now. Not after everything we’d been through. Out of the corner of my eye I saw Pa’s red, raw eyes and the collar of his shirt fluttering in the breeze. It filled me up with all the words I needed to take back what was ours from the brink of losing it—

“Listen, here, mister,” I said, “I got something to say—”

But all that breath for all those words burst right out of me as Ma’s arms scooped me around the middle and yanked me back into the house, door slamming in my face.
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Chapter Two

“Gloria, don’t you dare!” Ma hissed, her palm pressing against my mouth.

I twisted around to see the bank man open a leather satchel full of bank papers. Papers that gave land and that took land. Papers that Pa was about to sign. I started twisting every which way I could and sent a howl straight into Ma’s palm.

“Gloria! Mae!” Ma spat through her teeth.

Through the screen door, Pa took the pen, and I started kicking, but Ma was strong and she was clamping down around me like that big cottonwood growing roots as I wiggled and twisted and screamed into her hand.

I saw Pa take the set of papers and sign once, twice, three times. And I could feel Ma looking over my shoulder, watching it happen, too, not cracking, not crying.

And then it was done. I saw it in Pa’s shoulders. I felt it in Ma’s arms. And I heard a howling start in my ribs.

“Shh, Glo, shh,” Ma whispered, cooing now like she would for a little baby, rocking back and forth like she could ease the storm out of me.

But the farm was gone.

And Ma had held me back. My lungs felt like they were made of fire. And something was heaving up in me that I had to get out. Something red and raw and violent.

“It’s all right, Glo,” Ma said. “You cry it out now. I got you.”

Her words made me want to retch. I held still for just a moment for her to think I was done fighting, and her arms slackened just a little. With one thrust of my shoulder I broke free and scrambled out the back door, running away from Pa and the bank man’s papers, bounding out into the blinding sun and over the dry, dead dirt.

Ma didn’t even call after me.

I ran faster than I ever had before. Past our sorry windmill, past Jessamyn, who was probably wondering why I was running and why Ma hadn’t stopped me. I ran before anyone could call me back, before anyone could chase me down and tie me up and force me all the way to California. I made it to the tree line and stopped to catch the breath that was burning in my chest. These were still my woods.

I hoped Ma realized what she’d done. I hoped Ma was sorry. I hoped Ma was crying. I hoped Ma would cry all the way to California. It was her fault now. Her fault the house would get leveled. Her fault we wouldn’t be here to see the green shoots of wheat come up when the world got right again. Her fault Jess would never see Joe Franklin’s sweet son again. Her fault I’d never prove to the Balko boys I was at least good enough to play outfield for them.

Her fault I’d never get to sit under the cottonwood again.

I leapt down into the dried-out bottom of a creek that used to sing with toads. I kicked the pebbles along the sorry, hollowed-out space and listened to them clattering like bones. I followed the creek bed around to the edge of the wood where I could see Pa talking to the bank man. Pa was far off, but I could feel his hurting coming off him even from a distance. Hurting right there out on the porch for all the world to see, like he was some kind of spectacle. The man reached into his waistcoat and offered Pa a cigarette.

“Don’t take it, Pa,” I said under my breath.

Pa took a long drag and closed his eyes like he was sipping honey.

I ground my heel into the dry, crackling earth. Pa had given up smokes months ago. He and Ma had been taking their coffee thin and black. I hadn’t had milk since I couldn’t remember when. We were all a little bit hungry and we were all a little bit hurting, but why’d he have to show it like that? Why’d he have to give the bank man the satisfaction of thinking he’d done him some kind of favor? He should’ve knocked the cigarette out of his hand, or at least blown smoke right under the brim of his fine black hat.

Everything was gone. The room we had all been born in, the room Little Si had been born in was going to get carted away in a heap of wooden planks and dusty plaster. No way was anyone going to try and make a home out of that shabby old farmhouse once we were gone.

There should have been yelling and fighting. We should have been standing, me, Pa, Jess, and Ma, with our arms linked on the porch daring them to take it all out from under us. Looking that bank man in the eye instead of staring at the ground like it was us who had something to be ashamed of.

I knew what would happen next. Pa would take that bank man’s hand and shake it like some kind of fair deal had happened. Ma would climb into the front seat of the truck without saying a word and Jess would follow her. They’d call for me once and I’d come sulking out of the woods like a soggy cat. And then we’d drive off and say nothing about all the things we should have done and said.

But then I noticed the bank man’s car.

It was long and silver and shiny with a big old hood ornament glinting on its nose. It was shining so bright I got to figuring that man had it wiped down and waxed right before he showed up on our doorstep just to make us feel small. Probably tossed a farmhand a nickel to do it. A man who would have had to say “Yessir,” “Thankyousir,” and “Rightawaysir.”

Ma, Pa, and Jess could go down without a fight.

Not me.

Not this time.

I ran back into the creek bed to find the biggest rock I could throw. I pried it out of the dried-up dirt and ran to the edge of the woods.

And as my pa held that man’s cigarette trembling between his teeth and as the man in black looked on to the house his bank was going to turn into a pile of timber, I walked out as far as I dared, hefted that stone up, wound it back behind me, said a prayer, and sent it flying.

The crack rang out like angels singing when that stone hit the windshield.

If those Balko boys could’ve seen that!

I dropped behind the trees.

The man in the suit swore.

Ma came running.

And then Jessamyn.

They were all talking over each other now, and I lifted my head to look through the branches and saw the man in the suit flapping his arms and pointing to a glorious crack running straight down his fine, waxy little windshield.

“This one of you?” he yelled. “This one of your stinking brood, Silas?”

“No sir,” Pa said.

Pa was lying for me and I was grinning. He knew I had a good arm. He knew I’d been practicing all winter. Pa knew I’d cracked five birds outta the sky with it—we’d roasted the skinny things on sticks like hot dogs. “Could’ve knocked off Mrs. Homewood’s Sunday hat without messing with a curl,” Pa had said, smiling.

Pa wasn’t smiling now, probably because that would let the bank man know the rock was from one of his stinking brood!

“You got some son I don’t know about? Some scrawny little brat who thinks they’re gonna bust up my car?”

Pa was standing tall.

“I got no sons,” he said, his voice drifting off. “I got no sons… we only got girls here. It’s me, my wife, and the girls.”

Jessamyn nodded and Ma just stared ahead, her lips as thin as the cracks in the earth.

But I was smiling ear to ear, teeth and all.

The bank man said some words that I’d never heard anyone say out loud before. He ended with, “Just get. Get off the land. Take your trash and get.”

I wasn’t sure if “trash” meant Pa’s stuff or Pa’s family.

Pa nodded, took one more long drag of the cigarette, and stamped the butt out with his heel.

“Now,” said the man in the suit. “I wanna see you go.”

“Yes, sir,” said Pa, and he nodded to Ma and Jess to get in the truck.

I watched as Ma walked as tall and calm as she could, holding one hand in the other. Pa helped Ma up into the front seat. He picked Jessamyn up and swung her into the back of the truck. She nestled in between the tightly rolled mattresses and piles of this and that. If the bank man had been thinking clearly, he would’ve noticed there was a spot cleared out for me.

Pa started up the truck and began driving off. The man in the suit was still scanning the trees looking for the boy who cracked his windshield. But he wasn’t about to find me, or any boy for that matter. I started running. Running to where the road would bend and Pa and Ma would see me on their way into town. Running to where they’d scoop me up and give me kisses and say, Boy, you showed that bank man what we Willards are made of!

I ran through those woods, my house disappearing behind me. My house. The buckled-up wallpaper, the crack in the ceiling, the room where I was born, the corner of the porch where me and my friend Ella would tell secrets, the chicken coop where Yvette and Rosalina had laid us so many breakfasts, the shed where Pa kept his tools, the shanty and the outhouse with the spiders that sent Jessamyn screaming out as she pulled up her pants, the basket of Ma’s mending work, the cellar with its jars of beans, the little baby quilt for Si we all sewed our initials into, Si’s cradle, Si’s cottonwood—

I could hear that truck rumbling.

“I’m coming!” I shouted. “I’m coming! Don’t leave without me!”

I burst out to the road just as our truck came slowly around the bend, teetering with the weight of everything we had, plus our hopes and prayers. Pa pulled up right beside me and slammed on the brake, sending a clatter up from the back.

“Get in, Gloria,” Pa ordered. He wasn’t smiling. He didn’t say it with a wink. He said it like he was avoiding saying something else.

“Pa, I—”

“I swear to God, Gloria—”

Pa was spitting the words out like they tasted bad in his mouth. “I swear, Gloria, what on earth were you thinking?”

My throat was going dry again.

“I didn’t mean to make you mad, Pa, I just thought—”

“Hush up. Don’t you say a word. Just hush up and listen. You think I got a bank full of cash to pay for some man’s car that my daughter busted up?”

“No, Pa, course not—”

“I said hush up, Gloria! In case it passed you by, we don’t got much. What we got is in this car. That’s it. There’s nothing left. Nothing. Do you hear me? We got nothing—”

“Silas,” Ma said, shaking her head, the same still expression on her face. “Save it. We gotta get on the road.”

Pa’s face was clouded over. He wasn’t even looking at me. But he held out his hand from the window, and I took it, pulling myself up and over to settle next to Jessamyn. The sun was high but I had goose bumps and my teeth started to chatter, or maybe it was my lip starting to tremble.

I knew better than to say anything else, even though words were swirling in my brain and pushing against my chest.

I looked into the front seat and saw the back of Ma’s head. She had her fist in her mouth like it could stop any words from coming out. I watched as Pa put out a hand to rub the back of her neck. No one said anything on the way into town.

But as we turned the corner and the little collection of houses of Balko came into view, Jessamyn turned to me and lowered her voice.

“Don’t tell Ma or Pa I said so, but I wished you’d smashed that car to pieces.”

And for the first time I could remember, Jessamyn seemed like the only one who was rooting for me.
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Chapter Three

Underneath me, I felt the truck rumble as we finally started to slow down.

Jess elbowed me in the ribs. “Look!”

I wiggled up and peered over the side. We’d been popping and groaning down the road for hours and hours. Up ahead was a huge camp of twinkling firelight and dozens of cars and trucks like ours pulled over by the side of the road.

No doubt Pa had spent all those miles dreaming up ways of making me pay for my sins. The sound of his voice barking at me to get in the back of the truck had been hammering in my brain since we’d left Balko for good. The more I thought about it, the more wrong it felt. Signing it all away without giving me a chance to fight for it. Screaming at me when I did fight for it.

All the way from Balko, I’d gripped the sides of the truck, staring hard out into the dead fields. I had let the wind dry my eyes and whip my hair against my cheeks. I’d cupped the air with my hand, dreaming I was slowing us down, just a little bit. Every time our truck hit a rock or a hole, I prayed a tire would just pop off. Just pop off and leave us within walking distance of our old farmhouse.

But it didn’t. And mile after mile, Oklahoma slipped out from underneath us. Jess said something when we crossed the state line, but it wasn’t for my ears. Maybe she was praying. Or saying goodbye to someone. But she sure wasn’t talking to me.

As we slowed I could hear the bones of the truck popping and the engine just begging us to give her a rest already.

“Stopping here for the night!” Pa called from the front as he eased the truck to a stop by the side of the road. A rocky bluff rose up west of us, evening light sparking the top of it fire orange. The air was full of the sounds of men tinkering with their trucks. There was a plink-plink of hammers on metal that echoed against the bluff. It smelled like woodsmoke. And engine exhaust.

I knew what was coming next. A talking-to. A yelling-at. I stared hard at a box full of Ma’s pans that read POWDERED MILK with a cow grinning too big on the side. Seeing that stupid cow with its stupid grin made me want to kick the darn thing over.

The driver’s-side door opened and then slammed. Hard. And Pa’s long shadow fell across my knees.

“You,” he said. “Out. Now.”

I pulled myself up and jumped down. The earth came up hard and fast, sending a shock through my legs. After hours of jostling, the world was fixed and firm again. I stood up tall, looking hard into the distance because I knew what Pa was going to do. He was going to try to make me feel ashamed of what I’d done. He was going to expect me to say I was sorry. To say I was wrong.

But I’d had just about enough of being told what to do and how to feel. I’d had just about enough of everyone thinking I wasn’t worth talking to, or sharing plans with.

“Jess,” Ma said. “Help me get supper started. Glo, you go with your pa.”

Jess slipped out, quiet as a cat. I turned to look at Pa, right in the eyes.

His face was storming, a bead of sweat cutting a river right through the fine layer of dust at his temple. His shirtsleeves were rolled up, the muscle cords in his arms tense and flexing. Around his cheeks, the beginnings of a rough-looking beard were starting to poke through.

“Let’s move it,” he said.

We started walking, not speaking and not looking at each other. Pebbles crunched underfoot with each step as we walked farther and farther from camp and towards that great rocky bluff. I figured the longer we walked on, the worse this whole thing was going to be.

“Stop,” Pa said.

I stopped.

The camp was behind me and the sun was behind Pa. As he bent down to lean his palms on his jeans to look at me eye to eye, orange light blazed out from behind him.

“Gloria. Mae. Willard.”

Every time Ma or Pa used my full name, I was in it real deep.

“I ain’t never been as mad with one of my kids as I was today. Never. But I never raised a hand to you, and I’m not about to start.”

A distant clatter of pots and pans sounded from the camp. I was breathing hard through my nose, words swirling inside me, ready to break loose and run wild.

“But Lord, Gloria, what were you thinking? I raised you better than that.”

His voice was hard and sharp, but his words were what stung the most. My muscles went rigid to stop me from shaking, to stop me from being weak and soft.

“I raised you better than to be smashing things up and cussing at your sister and paying no mind whatsoever to your ma, so you just knock it right off, hear? I am damn tired, I am so damn tired, so you can just—”

“It isn’t fair!” I shouted, and the bluff echoed it back right on cue.

Pa blinked. “Oh no?” he said, his face caught somewhere between astounded and furious.

“That’s right!” I yelled. This was something new. Yelling at Pa. It felt wonderful and poisonous at the same time. “It ain’t fair you just make us leave without telling us, without asking us—”

“Us?”

“Me! It ain’t fair you just get to say when I stay, when I go. Where I go. You don’t tell me nothing and then you screaming at me like I’m supposed to know better—”

“You are supposed to know better.”

“You didn’t ask me, you didn’t even ask what I thought about leaving—”

“Because it don’t matter what you think about leaving! It don’t matter what any of us think about leaving, we just leaving because that’s just the god-awful way it all fell out!”

“I wanna know things! Y’all treat me like the baby, I ain’t the baby, you oughtta let me know what’s going on—”

Pa threw back his head and laughed an awful laugh. “Oh, you wanna know what’s going on? Tell me something, Gloria, you want to be part of things, huh? You want to walk into town every week for the last God knows how many months begging the bank to give you more time? Is that what you’re missing out on? You want to ask the church board to feed your family because you can’t? You want to ask the Homewoods, who ain’t got much more than you, to pay for a stone for your kid ’cause you don’t have the dough to do right by him yourself? Gloria, there are so many damn things I have had to ask for, hat in hand, you don’t want to know. Believe me, you don’t want any part of that.”

It was like everything he’d kept pent up from the bank man exploded all over me.

I knew the ladies at church had been feeding us. I knew we owed at the grocer in town. And I knew about the Homewoods and the stone for Little Si. I was already living and breathing and dreaming about everything Pa thought he was keeping from me. And I knew it wasn’t the knowing that was getting under my skin. It was the hearing it other places instead of from Pa’s lips that made it bad.

I wanted to crumble into dust, blow away from this place and everything Pa was saying.

His breath was coming out shuffled up and broken and he kept opening his mouth like he could catch the words out of the air.

Finally, the fight went out of him and he got down on one knee and grabbed me by the shoulders.

“Gloria,” he said, “after what we been through—no, after what your ma has been through—if that man had wanted to take me down to the sheriff’s office and charge me with property damage or disorderly conduct, or who knows what, he could’ve. It’s a miracle we’re not down at the station right now, with you all selling every other thing we got to make bail.”

I felt myself clamming up.

“Gloria, I’m gonna level with you. We are one step up from begging door to door. Where we’re going, we’ll be on someone else’s land, in someone else’s house. You can’t run wild, you can’t say the first thing that pops into your head, and you sure as hell can’t go throwing rocks at whoever you happen to be mad at.”

I nodded, wishing he would stop looking at me with his sore eyes.

“You can’t—you just can’t—you can’t be this way, Gloria, I don’t know how else to put it.”

This way. I didn’t know any other way to be.

“So just—just—” Pa shook his head and let his breath come out in a shake. “Just be good for me and your ma. Because we just can’t—we just cannot take any more. Have I made myself clear, Gloria?”

I stared up at him. His face was less angry and more… just… sad. Back before things had gotten so bad, Pa used to crack jokes and play tricks on us, especially me because I fell for them every time. But ever since Little Si, he’d gotten all stony like that big bluff rising up—sharp, and rough, like he’d probably fall apart if you hit him in the right place. And suddenly I was sorry. Not for what I’d done. The bank man deserved to have his window busted and all his tires popped as far as I was concerned. I was sorry for the hurt that was painted across my pa’s face, clear as day. Maybe it’d been there all along. But I hadn’t seen it there before. Not like this.

Every part of me wanted to throw my arms around him, say I was sorry if it would make him feel better.

But I just stood up tall and said, “Yes, sir,” as solemnly as I could.

We both stood looking at the ground for a while, like real men do when they’re being noble about not saying what’s in their hearts. I felt a little wind at my back like the swell of violins in the pictures. I lifted my head up, squinting my eyes into the setting sun. Might as well try to make things right.

“I’m sorry I caused you to worry, Pa, and if you give me a chance, I’ll do right by you.”

He must’ve been surprised, because the darting went out of his eyes and there he was looking down at me, holding up his jaw like he was holding up the whole world.

“All right, Glo. I said what I needed to say to you. Go on, get back.”

“Yessir,” I said, and turned to go.

I could feel Pa standing and staring behind me as I walked. Probably making sure I was heading back to camp and not about to run off with a circus or something.

Maybe they’d take a wildcat like me.

“Hold up, Glo,” Pa’s voice called out behind me.
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