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For my precious parents, who taught me the way of love





CHAPTER 1


MOMMA AND WILLY MACYNTIRE MADE Iggy in a barn. It was an act of passion, I heard my momma say to her cousin. She was on the phone at the kitchen table while Daddy was off on some hunting trip. Why she was baring her heart to this relative she sees maybe once every five years, I don’t know. She says she’s like a sister to her, but I don’t understand how because they almost never talk. Then again, Daddy never did let Momma have friends, and he thinks Momma’s family is a herd of Godless heathens. He keeps us away from them, and Momma lets it happen. Momma lets Daddy do whatever the hell he wants. Why wouldn’t she? He’d bust her wide open if she didn’t. Plus, my guess is she’s trying to make up for cheating on him all those years ago when they were engaged. As far as I can tell, it’s not working. Daddy still hates Momma most days.


When I heard about how Iggy was made in a smelly barn and not a sacred marriage bed, it made me want to throw up. It’s been almost a year, and I still feel like barfing at the thought of Momma and this man humping away in the hay, their bare, pasty skin all covered in goose pimples and sweat. I can’t stop thinking about it though, even when the sick taste is in my mouth, and my throat is as tight as a fist full of quarters. I think about it before I go to bed, as the floorboards are creaking and Daddy is grunting and Momma is making no noise at all. I think about it in science class when Mr. Farley talks in his deep, garbled voice about stamens and pistils, and shouldn’t we all know not to giggle at these lessons by now, shouldn’t we think of flower reproduction as a gift from the good Lord and not fodder for dirty, hell-spawned thoughts? I think of it when Iggy wonders why Daddy hates him. But I never tell Iggy what I know.


Sometimes when I imagine Willy Macyntire, he looks like Bugs Bunny, buck teeth and all. Sometimes he looks like a movie star. Sometimes he looks like the devil. I’ve never seen him, and I never will, because Momma said even before she knew she was pregnant, Daddy took his rifle to Willy’s house and told him to leave town or he’d kill him. Willy left. When Daddy says he’ll kill you, you believe him. His eyes get flat and shiny, like asphalt on a hot day. They go dead.


Sometimes knowing is torture. You wish you could hide your secret away in a dark, cobwebby shed, shut the door, and break the key in the lock so no one can ever get in again. You wish that you could go to sleep and have your last thought be anything but the buttery light of the New Mexico moon sneaking in through the cracks of an old barn’s walls. But you can’t erase the knowing, and you can never tell your secret. If there is one thing this world has taught me, it’s that no matter how bad things get, they can always get worse. Secrets should stay secrets. It keeps them tolerable. Telling secrets turns them into full-on hell.


I think all this as I stare at Iggy. We’re lying under the porch. It’s so hot, sweat is trickling from the sandy tips of Iggy’s hair and zigzagging over his freckles, mixing with the tears that keep sneaking out of his rust colored eyes. He’s trying not to cry, I can tell. He never cries anymore. Not even in front of me. But today Daddy said he was gonna kill him, and today we believe him.


“He’ll never find us here,” I whisper. When I touch Iggy’s arm, I notice how small and white my hands look. My fingers tremble at my bold-faced lie. Still, I say it again. “He’ll never find us here, Iggy.” I lie partly for Iggy, partly for me. Maybe Daddy won’t find us. You never know. But deep down I know the truth. Daddy always finds us.


Iggy only cries harder. He squeezes his eyes shut to make the tears stay in his head. We can hear Daddy in the house, calling for us in his thunder voice.


“Mara! Iggy!” The way he says our names makes them sound like cusswords. If we were close enough, we would smell the whiskey on his breath and see the bulging vein in his forehead.


But we aren’t that close. We’re under the porch praying Daddy won’t find us and take the belt to Iggy. Bars of sunlight fall like slices of heaven between the slats of the porch above us. Dust swirls in the light. To me it looks like a golden cloud. When I try to catch it like I would a firefly, it slips through my fingers. I try again. You gotta try to hold on to beauty when you find it.


“I’m just gonna do it, Sis,” Iggy says. “I’m just gonna go out there and knock the shit out of him.”


“No, Iggy. No,” I whisper, because last time Iggy tried that, Daddy nearly killed him. He was out of school for two weeks. Granted, Iggy was six inches shorter then and had a lot less muscle, but still. The thought of losing my brother scares me more than anything in the world. He’s my only safe place. I’d die without him.


“Don’t go, Iggy,” I say, and he thinks for a minute.


I grab Iggy’s hand, and we catch some dust between our fingers. After a moment he says, “Fine.” The sweet smell of the corn that’s ready to be harvested and the musty smell of the mist rising from the river on the other side of the fields waft in on the breeze. We just lie there staring at the sunlight falling over our hands, noticing the way they fit together so perfectly. I watch my skin glow, thinking maybe I’m an angel sent from God to protect Iggy because God knew what a screwed-up family he lived in. I always thought that Iggy was my angel, but today I wonder if it’s the other way around.


When I was little, in Sunday school, they told us that the angels have big strong hands and fiery swords that they use to vanquish all their foes. They told us that no man on earth or demon from hell can stand up before the power of those flaming swords. But I feel like an angel with small hands and no sword.


“I didn’t lose the fucking hammer, Sis,” Iggy says. Of course he didn’t. I know that. Who doesn’t know that? What would he want with Daddy’s old hammer anyway, for God’s sake? I squeeze his hand.


He shakes his head. “Then why the hell is he after me again? I hate that crazy son of a bitch.” I think like mad. How can I explain Daddy’s anger without lying? I’m two full years younger than Iggy, and he’s usually the one explaining things to me. Iggy has see-clear-through-you eyes, eyes that see everything. He taught me just about all I know. He taught me about science and math and verb conjugations. He taught me how to gut a fish. Iggy’s the smart one, but today I’m the explainer, because I know what I know. I know he’s a bastard, and that’s why Daddy hates him. I know Daddy proposed to Momma because in those days she was movie-star pretty, with soft blond-white curls and legs as long as the railroad tracks between Barnaby and Santa Fe. And I know he married her even after he found out about Willy because no way in hell was he going to let her shame him with her whoredom. Momma said so on the phone, and now I know Daddy hates Iggy because he’s a walking sin, and that’s that.


But I can’t tell my secret, so I say, “Iggy, you’re not the reason Daddy gets mad. He was born mad. I hate him for not seeing how good you are. Someday, I’m gonna leave this town. Leave all those dresses he buys me so he’ll miss me when I’m gone. I swear, I’m gonna make him cry the way he makes you cry.”


We huddle there on the musty earth, sweating, our palms pressed together, listening to the whisper-whisper of our breathing and the stomp of Daddy’s boots as he searches heaven and hell and everywhere in between for the sad likes of his wife’s bastard son.


“Someday,” whispers Iggy, “I’m gonna leave too, and I’m gonna do something great. I’ll become a pilot or a president, and then he’ll know what I am. He’ll look at me and say he’s sorry, and I’ll tell him to go straight to hell.”


I don’t say anything to that. Momma once told me, “Sure enough, your brother is a gentle giant.” She took a long drag off her cigarette. “But someday, you mark my words, your brother is gonna snap. Someday, when your Daddy gives him what for, he’s gonna give it back to him. You just watch out for that day.” She seemed hopeful when she said it. Smiled a little secret smile. Remembering her words now, I feel anything but hopeful. I pray today isn’t that day. Above us, the screen door slams.


“You hear that, Sis?” Iggy asks me. When he talks, his breath is low and raspy, like he’s swallowed a swarm of bees.


Daddy’s thunder gets closer. He’s outside now, and his footsteps pound on the porch. “Iggy, is that you?” he bellows, and we can see the waffle prints of his boot soles overhead. Iggy holds my hand tighter.


“Get out here now, boy, or I’ll whip you double good!” shouts Daddy. Iggy looks at me, and I kiss his cheek. My eyes beg him to keep his mouth shut.


“I’m under here,” he says. He starts to roll away from me.


“No, Iggy. No!”


Daddy looks under the porch. I’m not sure whether he is a man or a demon as he stares at Iggy. That blue vein is bulging. “You been hiding from me, boy?” When he grabs Iggy by the arm and yanks him from his hiding place, I wish that I had a fiery angel sword. I have only my small hands, so I crawl out and stand there trembling while Daddy stares Iggy down, breathing hot and heavy and slow. Daddy’s holding a warped two-by-four.


“You hiding from me, boy?” he asks again.


Iggy balls up his fists. He stares right back at Daddy, into his dead eyes. I can’t believe how brave he is. The bees are still buzzing in Iggy’s throat, long and low. “I didn’t take your hammer, Daddy,” he says.


Daddy lifts the two-by-four. “Come again?”


Iggy has never been in a fight before. Not really. He tried to stand up to Daddy that one time, but other than that, Momma’s right. He’s a gentle giant. He fishes. Chops the heads off the chickens so I won’t have to. But mostly he hates to hurt anything. Right now though his face has that hard look, the one he had the day he fought back. He raises his fist, and I almost feel hopeful, almost think it’s going to knock Daddy straight into forever.


The two-by-four slams into the side of Iggy’s head. He groans, stumbles backward, falls to the ground in a crumpled heap, like a pile of dirty old laundry. Daddy drops the two-by-four.


“You wanna repeat yourself, boy?” Daddy’s fists whistle and whip through the air, finding Iggy’s face and his back and his freckled arms when he holds them up to stop the blows. Everything is happening so fast. I can’t see what part of Iggy Daddy is gonna hit next, and I can’t remember which part of him he hit last. I can’t tell where the blood is coming from, and I can’t tell who’s screaming no—me or Iggy.


And then Daddy’s footsteps fade into the house, and he’s gone. Iggy’s curled up in the grass. I wonder if he’s dead.


My scream gets caught in my throat. Finally it breaks through my lips, coming out a hoarse whisper. “Iggy.” I stare at my brother’s bloody face, his twisted hands, the stillness of his eyelids. “Iggy!”


His body lurches, and he starts to shake and sob. He’s not dead. The blood that’s pumping down his cheek is hot, fresh, alive. I’m thankful for that, so thankful my chest almost explodes. I race to his side and hold him and say, “I hate you, Daddy. I hate you, Daddy.” Daddy’s back in the house so he can’t hear me, but Iggy tells me not to hate because it will eat me up like the Hansel and Gretel witch, and I wonder where in God’s name he comes up with this stuff anyway. Why does Iggy suddenly care if I hate Daddy when ten minutes ago Iggy was saying he hated him too? How can he not hate Daddy after what he just did?


We huddle together until the sun falls behind the low, rolling hills, casting orange light over the cornfields and golden grass. Daddy’s boots stop stomping, and we know he’s hiding in his room now, the way he does when his hitting is done. We know he will pass out soon. We know he won’t come out until morning.


The summer heat still rages. I worry that we will get ticks behind our ears from lying in the grass for too long, especially with the smell of Iggy’s blood to attract them. Some of the blood is coming from Iggy’s eye, which is purple and swollen halfway shut. I know ice is the thing for bruises and swelling, so I take Iggy’s hand and help him up. We tiptoe into the house and into Momma’s kitchen.


She’s sitting there at the table, her delicate, clean hands folded neatly in her lap. She stares at the pink roses embroidered on her white lace tablecloth. She doesn’t look up when we walk in.


“We need ice, Momma,” I say, and she nods, standing slowly, as if she’s a beauty queen being called to the microphone to talk about starving children and how she’d love to fill their bellies with nice, warm milk. Momma smooths the wrinkles in her apron. I wonder how her candy-apple-colored lipstick stays so perfect, not a bit of it gummed on her straight, white teeth in this humidity.


“You okay, sport?” she asks Iggy. She reaches up to tousle his wheat-colored hair and dabs at the clotted blood with the corner of her starched apron.


Iggy nods, and she smiles and says, “That’s my boy.” She opens the freezer and a breath of winter comes whooshing out, cooling us down a little bit. Fanning her face with her manicured fingertips, Momma slowly presses her breath out through her big lips, the way she does when she’s smoking cigarettes. “It was a hot one out there today.” She laughs and takes the ice trays from the freezer as if she intends to plop the cubes into a glass of fresh-squeezed lemonade.


“I swear, Mara, I was never meant to be a farmer’s wife. That much I know.” She sighs, folding a checkered dishcloth around the ice cubes. “I shoulda gone to Albuquerque with my cousin. When Wanda went off to that cosmetology school, I shoulda gone there too. She makes forty dollars an hour now. Did I tell you that?”


I shake my head no.


“Well,” she goes on, “she does. And I’m not sure this life is suited to me.”


I think she’s right. She has a magazine-girl hairstyle and white, oval fingernails. She should be one of those women in the television ads that click-clack around their city houses in fancy shoes and designer jeans, dusting things and declaring that they could never live a moment without their Swiffer mop. She presses the dishcloth to Iggy’s eye. He raises a hand to hold it, and when she sees the way his pinky finger sticks straight out to the side, her face crumples like she’s gonna cry. Instead she pulls it together and says, “I do declare, Iggy, the scrapes you boys get yourselves into sometimes.”


If I had my angel sword, I’d hit her over the head with it for being so dumb and blind. She knows how Iggy got hurt. Maybe a good whack with a fiery sword would get her thinking and talking straight. I cross my arms and stare hard at her, knowing that she’s trying to make up for what Daddy did.


She wipes at Iggy’s eyes until the blood is gone, and she kisses him on the cheek and says, “You’re the boy I always wanted, Iggy. If I could have any boy in the whole world for my pick, it’d be you.”


His eyes flare like the August sun, like he has been waiting all his life to hear someone say this, even though Momma says it every time Daddy beats him.


Momma takes Iggy by the hand and leads him up the stairs and tucks him into his bed. He lets her, mostly for her sake. That’s how Iggy is. Always taking care of me and Momma. Always trying to make Momma believe she’s a good momma even though she fucking sucks. If she needs to treat him like he’s four to make up for what Daddy did, Iggy’ll let her. But it’s not bringing him comfort.


I know Momma expects me to go to bed too, though she’s so busy making up for Iggy’s bloody eye and busted finger that she doesn’t have time to say so. She knows I’ll do what’s right without being asked, because that’s what angels do best. I huddle in my bed, listening to Momma trying to sing Iggy to sleep, even though he’s a full seventeen years old. When her shoes click-clack down the stairs, I tiptoe across the hall and crawl into Iggy’s bed.


“Hey, Sis,” he whispers, and his hand finds mine in the dark. We lie there together, side by side, watching the window as the moon rises into the sky like a lost lemon meringue pie. We don’t talk. Iggy will cry if he tries, and if I talk, I’ll tell my secret for sure, and how will that fix anything? So I don’t say a word.


We fall asleep with our hands still stuck together and me thinking that everything will be all right in the morning. Momma will cook us breakfast and sing about clowns with their pants falling down and how the world is a stage of entertainment. The pancakes will be warm and just the right kind of brown. Daddy won’t be drunk anymore, and he’ll call me his rosebud and send me off to school with a kiss on the cheek. And there I’ll learn that flies carry so many germs it’s a miracle that any of us filthy hooligans are still alive, and scientists think that cell phones might cause cancer, and the lark’s on the wing and the snail’s on the thorn and God’s in His heaven, and all’s right with the world.


•  •  •


Iggy wakes up in the middle of the night barfing, making this awful, roaring sound. It scares me. I switch on the lamp just as he finishes. Vomit is everywhere. On his bed, on the walls, on the rainbow-colored rug Momma bought him at Walmart. It has even splattered on some of the drawings I made for him, which he has pinned to the wall. The whole room smells sour. It might piss me off if Iggy didn’t look so scared. So different.


“You okay, Iggy?” I ask.


He just sits there shivering, his arms wrapped around his knees, staring at the ceiling.


“Iggy,” I say, “let’s go to the bathroom, okay?” But he doesn’t. He just pukes again, right on his bed. “Momma!” I holler, and half a minute later she comes running in, tying her bathrobe.


“What is it?” Her hair is a mess. Her eyes are wild. Seeing the barf, she stumbles toward Iggy. “My baby,” she says. “You feeling sick, honey?”


Iggy just stares.


It goes on like that for a long, long time. Momma and me asking Iggy questions. Iggy answering by barfing and staring. Daddy must still be too drunk to hear anything, because we’re making enough noise to raise an army of dead men, but he never comes in. Thank God. The last thing we need is to deal with his ugly face.


It seems like forever before Momma says, “Get dressed, Mara.”


“Why?” I ask. Something tells me I should remember her words. Something in me knows they will change everything. Nothing will ever be the same again.


“We’re going to the hospital,” she says, and chokes a little, like she’s going to cry, but doesn’t. She takes the afghan Grandma made Iggy from the chair in the corner and wraps it around him. “Come on, baby,” she says. “Let’s get you to the doctor.”


She doesn’t tell Daddy we’re going. I worry. I wonder what Daddy will do when he finds us gone. I wonder if he’ll kill us all. Never in our lives has Momma ever done anything without Daddy’s permission. Iggy stumbles to his feet, shuffles along beside Momma as she leads him down the stairs, her arm around his shoulder.


“If I could pick any boy in the world, it’d be you,” she keeps saying.


He never stops staring.


I follow them, watching Iggy’s head nod like one of those bobbers on a fishing pole. “Momma, I’m scared,” I say.


She says nothing.





CHAPTER 2


IGGY IS LYING IN A hospital bed. sitting in a chair beside him, I wonder what he’s looking at. The yellow walls? The bluebird hopping on his window sill? The gauzy curtains? Whatever it is, it must be interesting. He never stops staring.


He’s been like this for twenty-seven hours and six minutes. That night he got sick, Dr. Groves said he had a bad concussion.


“What happened?” he asked, looking at Iggy’s bruises, his busted finger.


When Momma said Iggy fell out of a tree, Dr. Groves didn’t bat an eye. I wondered if Dr. Groves just went along with Momma’s story because he and Daddy played high school football together. Either way, no one called the cops. But Dr. Groves was serious and sad. He said Iggy might not live. I started to cry when he said that. Iggy was the one light in my whole world. Without him, everything would be dark.


“Someone has to watch him, make sure he doesn’t sleep. If he goes into a coma, he may never come back to us.”


When Dr. Groves said that, I jumped right up. “I’ll watch him,” I said.


And so here I am. Momma and me have been taking turns watching Iggy. It’s my turn now. Momma went home a few hours ago to get some rest. Daddy never showed up, even though Momma called and told him that Iggy might die.


I try to talk to Iggy, but he doesn’t answer.


“What does a blue jay sound like, Iggy?” I ask. He’s real into birdcalls. Usually he’d be all over that question. But he just stares.


Momma comes stumbling in. With one glance I can tell she’s drunk. She’s wearing a pair of Daddy’s overalls, which is strange. Usually she’s dressed up like she’s ready to be interviewed for the five o’clock news.


“Hey, Momma,” I say.


She smiles. Too big. Gleeful, almost. “Why, hello, darling,” she says, and she wanders to Iggy. “How you doing, sport?” she asks, rumpling his hair.


Iggy stares.


She’s holding two paper bags. “I made you both sack lunches,” she says. “This hospital food is shit.”


I jump a little at that. It’s the first time in my whole life I have ever heard my momma cuss. All the cussing I know I learned from school. And Daddy. Daddy can cuss up a blue streak when he’s mad. I take both lunches and set Iggy’s on the table beside him.


“Thanks, Momma,” I say. My voice sounds flat.


I open my sack and peer inside. A sandwich. Bologna, by the smell of it. An apple. Cookies. Home baked. They look like chocolate chip, Iggy’s favorite. I squeeze the sack shut, hating Momma for thinking she can fix this mess with lunch. Iggy might die, and she thinks cookies will make it better. I want to strangle her.


She goes to Iggy’s bed and sits on the edge, brushes his hair from his bruised face. “I love you, Iggy,” she whispers. “So fucking much.”


Twice. She cussed twice in one day. Heck, twice in five minutes.


Hearing her swear scares me. It scares me more than the way Iggy is staring. It scares me more than Dr. Groves did when he told me Iggy might die. Iggy is gone, and now so is my momma. I need her the same as she’s always been. Messed up as she is, she’s all I got.


I go sit down by Momma, wrap my arms around her, bury my head in her shoulder. She smells dirty, like she hasn’t showered in days. Most times she smells perfume-y and sweet. My broken heart almost explodes. It hurts so bad, I start to cry. Momma wraps her arms around me, whispers, “Mara, Jesus, Iggy, I’m sorry.” Her breath smells like rum, but in that moment, I need her to be the good guy, so I forgive her anyway.


“It’s not your fault,” I say.


“It’s not your fault,” Iggy says.


Me and Momma jump.


“Iggy!” Momma screams.


“Iggy!” I scream it too.


We turn toward him. We’re the ones who are frozen now, staring. He looks at us, and for a minute his eyes are the way they used to be, see-clear-through-you. Smart. “Nothing is anyone’s fault,” he says.


“Iggy, you’re back,” I say, laughing and crying at the same time. I throw myself on his chest, tasting my salty tears and snot, feeling the safe beating of his heart.


Finally I pull away and hold his face between my hands. I get scared again. He’s not staring anymore, but his eyes aren’t see-clear-through-you either. They’re somewhere between here and there, somewhere far away.


“Iggy?” I ask.


He smiles, lopsided. “Hey, Sis,” he says, but it doesn’t sound like him.


“Iggy?” Momma says.


“Hey, Momma,” he answers back. His words are too slow.


“Dr. Groves!” Momma yells. “Nurse! Someone! Iggy’s back!”


A minute or so later Dr. Groves runs in.


“He doesn’t seem right,” I tell Dr. Groves. I sound desperate, even to me, but I’m hopeful. Maybe Dr. Groves is a miracle worker. Doctors know things, right? They have pills and fancy machines and stuff. They can make people better.


Dr. Groves does his magic. Shines lights in Iggy’s eyes, asks him to count, stuff like that. After a minute I can’t watch. It’s hard for Iggy to count. He can’t remember his birthday. “We’re both Pisces, Iggy. Remember?” I say, hoping to prod him into recollection. Dr. Groves gives me a look that says I’m not helping.


I glance out the window. A raven is pecking at something dead in the parking lot. I read once that the only difference between crows and ravens is that ravens are loners. They’ll kill anything that gets close to them. If you see a gaggle of black birds, you know they’re crows, because a raven would be running alone.


I look back to Dr. Groves.


“Your boy has been in one too many scrapes,” he says to Momma. “These concussions can be cumulative.”


“What does that mean?” Momma asks. She balls up her fists, looking mad, as if Dr. Groves is being confusing on purpose.


I look back at the raven. It pulls something long and stringy from the dead thing. Dead things are made of string, I think. It sounds crazy, even to me. But I’m often crazy inside my own head. I wonder if everyone is.


Dr. Groves rustles around in the pocket of his lab coat, looking for answers. “What it means is that your son has suffered multiple concussions, and this time, he has . . . sustained quite an injury.”


“He fell out of a tree,” Momma says, too quick.


“I understand that,” Dr. Grove says. “Whatever the case, his brain has been injured badly. Now, usually after a concussion, the brain goes back to normal. Within days. Sometimes weeks. Sometimes months.” He’s silent for a moment. He looks at Iggy, who is fidgeting with the hem of his hospital gown. Dr. Groves clears his throat. “Sometimes never.”


“Never.” The word explodes like a grenade.


That is the moment my whole wide world goes black.





CHAPTER 3


NEVER.” IT WAS A BIG word. I never forgot it. Dr. Groves was right. Iggy was never the same. Once in a while his see-clear-through-you eyes would come out and you’d think for a second the old Iggy was back, but he’d always leave again. I hated Daddy even more after that day. It’s been six months since our trip to the hospital, and Iggy still isn’t Iggy.


As if things couldn’t get worse, Daddy drowned my kittens this morning. He took our barn cat Rapunzel’s babies to the river in a sack. Said there’s enough strays running around these hills without us adding our passel to the fray. I’d already given them names: Mary Magdalene, Simon, Garfunkel, Picasso, and Elvis. Now they’re pushing up daisies at the bottom of the river, even though I’m well aware that daisies don’t grow at the bottom of rivers. It’s just an expression, and my kittens are dead. Don’t expect me to think too clear right now. I’ve been crying since I woke up, and Rapunzel keeps coming to the door and meowing, asking where her kittens are. I don’t know what to tell her.


I guess I sorta think they’re coming home too. I keep glancing out the window, looking for them. Instead I see the corn plants cut to the ground and shivering in the frost. I button the black silk dress I borrowed from Momma’s closet, the one she bought for her aunt’s funeral. Three days before my sixteenth birthday, and I’m going around mourning those poor cats, wearing black up to my chin like a nun or something. Just call me Sister Mary Mara, for God’s sake. I don’t think Momma would like it if she knew I was wearing her dress, but what she doesn’t know won’t kill her. She’s always asleep when we leave for school these days, so there’s not much chance of her finding out. I slide into my hiking boots and plod down the stairs.


My party invitations are stacked on the table by the front door, right by the change jar Daddy keeps filled to the top with quarters. For a rainy day, he always says. I dream about stealing those quarters and buying myself something nice, but not today. Today all I can see are those invitations waiting for me to take them off to school and give them to my friends.


Most of the kids in school send e-vites, but Daddy won’t let me use the computer, so Momma made my invitations with her scrapbooking kit. Sweet Sixteen they say on the front. There’s a picture of birthday cake underneath. I’m kinda embarrassed, but what am I supposed to do? Tell my momma I won’t use her invitations? That will send her on a bender for sure.


Mostly I just want Xylia to like the invitations. I think about the way her upper lip is just a tiny bit bigger than her lower one. The way she lisps a little when she talks, not enough so everyone would notice, but enough that people catch on if they’re paying attention. I notice because I’m always paying attention to Xylia, even if she doesn’t know I’m alive, which I’m pretty sure she doesn’t.


I reach out to grab the stack of envelopes when I see Momma sitting at the kitchen table, staring out the window, floating in a cloud of smoke. My first thought is that she’ll kill me if she sees me wearing her dress, but the way she looks, I know she won’t care about anything. Her hair is mussed, and her nightgown is bunched around her waist, revealing lumpy thighs. She clasps a glass of something brown in one hand, a cigarette in the other. A piece of pink paper lies on the table beside her. It smells like rosewater, even from far away. This is what I’ll be someday, I think, and it scares me so much, I forget all about Xylia.


“Good morning, Momma.” My voice is quiet, even though I don’t mean for it to be.


When she looks at me, her eyes are empty as ghost towns.


“I do these things,” she says, and she wads up the paper. “I do these things, and I don’t even know why.”


“Do what, Momma?” I move toward her, reaching for the paper.


“Don’t you dare, missy,” she says. “Don’t you dare pry into my secret dreams.”


I stop short.


She uncrumples the paper and reads it, her lips silently forming the words. I watch them moving, but I can’t make out what she’s saying, except that she repeats “Iggy” over and over again. “I meant it when I said it,” she whispers. “I meant it, but now, I don’t know what I mean.” She crosses her arms on the table and plops her head on them.


“Let’s get you to bed, Momma.”


She sits up, her head tilting to one side, like it wants to fall off. “It’s just now morning. See, the sun’s coming up.” She points at the window, at the eyelet-lace curtains glowing gold with the sun’s first light.


She’s right. The bright orange sun is peeking up over the hill. Naranja, I think. I learned the word in Spanish class. I’m crap when it comes to verb conjugations, but I’m okay with vocabulary words.


She looks back at me. “You should do something with your hair. It’s as rebellious as you are.” She has said this to me a billion times. She knows I can’t do anything with my hair. It does what it wants.


“Momma, you’re sick,” I say. This is what we call it when Momma gets like this. Sick. Though she has never been sick this early in the morning. Usually we find her this way at midnight, wandering in the yard, muttering secrets to the moon. “You should sleep.”


She nods. “I am sick, sweet thing,” she agrees. “Sicker than a frog in heat.”


This perplexes me. As I help Momma out of her chair, I wonder if frogs do go into heat. And if so, do they get sick from it? I don’t know. Whatever the case, I give her points for originality, the way Mr. Farley did on career day, when I told the class I wanted to be a painter, but not the kind that has caterpillar eyebrows, like Frida Kahlo. I was trying to make people laugh, but no one ever laughs at my jokes. No one ever talks to me, really. I’m pretty much invisible. Well, except to Elijah Winchell, who is the preacher’s kid. He is the last person in the whole world I want to notice me.


“Come on, Momma.”


She stands, wobbling a little, but doesn’t fall. I take her by the arm.


As we pass Daddy’s picture in the hallway, she whispers, “Damn that man.”


“Damn that man,” I whisper too, hoping my words are a magic curse that will send Daddy straight to hell for all eternity. Even though I know he’s in the barn, I’m scared he’ll hear me when I say it. I take her to her room and tuck her beneath the rose-covered comforter. “Night, Momma.” I kiss her on the cheek.


She has that bitter smell again, the one that comes from the rum. “Night, lover girl,” she says, slurring her words.


The sick taste comes into my mouth as I watch her lying there, face slack, eyes staring but seeing nothing.


“Sweet thing, bring me my glass,” she tells me.


“ ’K, Momma,” I say. I won’t, but she’ll forget she even asked. I head back to the kitchen and the note Momma was writing.


“You don’t have to be cruel to rule my world!” Iggy shout-sings behind me.


I startle so hard, I drop the paper. It falls by my feet. “For God’s sake, Iggy,” I snap, picking it up. “You scared the crap out of me.” I know the paper is important and probably says something ugly, since that’s the way things are going for me these days. I uncrumple it. Dearest William, I start to read. I get nervous. William. Who’s William?


“Don’t have to be cruel to rule my world!” Iggy scream-sings again.


“It’s ‘you don’t have to be cool to rule my world,’ ” I say, shoving the note in my pocket. I’ll read it later when Iggy isn’t so busy being an asshole. I hate the way he always sings the stupid songs Momma listens to on the radio, songs from the eighties that sound like idiots wrote them. He used to hate them, but ever since his brain broke, he’s all about them.


“I got you,” Iggy squeals, laughing until he doubles over and a little line of snot slips out of one nostril. All six feet two inches of him quiver with joy. “I scared you good. Twice!”


“Don’t hyperventilate,” I tell him. He doesn’t stop. “For God’s sake, you sound like a donkey braying.”


He gulps and wipes at his nose with his fist, still smiling. “I got you good, Mara.”


When my heart stops pounding, I don’t feel mad anymore. “Yeah, sport, you got me good.” I reach up and rumple his hair.


Iggy laughs again, but this laugh is too tiny for his big, lanky frame.


“Did you pack a lunch?” I ask. I remember when I didn’t have to remind Iggy about anything. It was only six months ago, but it feels like a million years. It’s as if my big brother turned into my baby brother.


Iggy looks at the floor and shuffles his feet. “I forgot.”


“Of course you did.” For a second I hate him. I hate him for being what he is now instead of who he used to be. I stomp to the fridge and pull out the bread.


“Rena’s family don’t keep the bread in the fridge,” Iggy says. Rena is a girl from his special-ed class, his only friend, as far as I can tell.


“It keeps better that way.” I pull the peanut butter and honey from the cabinet and slap a sandwich together.


“Did you make me a double-decker?” Iggy asks as I shove the sandwich into a baggie. Iggy loves double-decker sandwiches—three pieces of bread, two layers of peanut butter and honey.


“No, Iggy. We don’t have time. We’re already about to miss the bus.” I dump the sandwich and an apple into a plastic grocery bag and hand it to him.


“I want a double-decker,” he whines.


“Too bad,” I say.


He looks inside the bag. “No dessert?”


I bite back a swear and go to the cookie jar. “Here.” I pull out two store-bought chocolate chip cookies and push them into the bag, not even bothering to wrap them to keep them fresh.


Iggy grins.


“Don’t have to be cruel to rule my world!” Iggy screams behind me.


“Don’t have to be cool,” I say, spinning toward him. The smear of chocolate on his chin tells me he’s already eaten one of the cookies. I think about getting him another for lunch, then decide he doesn’t deserve it. “Can we just go now?” I head for the door, and Iggy follows.


We walk to the bus stop in silence, except for the bumping of Iggy’s lunch, which he holds over his head and shakes like a tambourine. The bus is just pulling up as we arrive, and we file on with the other kids. Elijah Winchell manages to get behind me, as usual. I can feel his hot breath on the back of my neck and his blue eyes staring at my backside. I turn around and glare at him. He sneers.


Iggy and I walk to the back of the bus and slide into a tattered seat. As the bus rattles onto the road, Iggy smiles. “Elijah’s got the hots for you,” he says.


I slap him on the arm. “No he doesn’t.”


“He does. Rena said so.”


“Well, Rena can shove it.”


Even from the front of the bus, Elijah hears Iggy. His head snaps back and he laughs. In my aisle seat I can see his perfect teeth, bleached white and approved by the American Dental Association. He got his braces off last year. I suppose he’d be handsome if it weren’t for all his freaking pimples.


“Mara and Elijah sitting in a tree. K-I-S-S-I-N-G.”


“Shut up, Iggy,” I say. He doesn’t, so I punch him.


“Ow!” He rubs his arm. “Why’d you have to hit me?”


“ ’Cause you won’t leave well enough alone,” I say, turning to look past him and out the window. Cedars and cactus plants whiz by, as if trying to outrun the blue mountains looming in the distance.


“You don’t like Elijah?” Iggy asks.


“No.”


“Why not?” he asks.


“He’s a boy, and boys suck.”


“Oh.” Iggy starts to laugh.


“What?”


For a second his eyes get see-clear-through-you. “You like girls.”


My face flushes red-hot. “Kiss my butt, Iggy.” I turn to stare out the window again. My eyes sting. I blink, remembering the things Reverend Winchell says about women burning for other women, giving up the natural order.


And I remember Daddy sitting in his easy chair, reading aloud from a magazine about how some gay boy got tied to a fence and shot. “Good,” Daddy snorted. “It’s a damned abomination. If I ever found a faggot in this town, I’d do the same thing.”


I believed Daddy when he said it. Once a man at Al’s Roadhouse grabbed Daddy’s butt, and Daddy beat him so bad, the guy was in the hospital for a week. In his report, Sheriff Perkins called it “self-defense,” and Daddy didn’t have to spend one minute in jail. Daddy can get away with anything he wants, seems to me. He bragged about that man’s smashed-in face for months.


I write the word “abomination” on the seat in front of me with my fingertip, one letter on top of the other, so no one but me knows what I’m spelling. When we get to the school, Iggy’s see-clear-through-you eyes are gone, and his foggy eyes are back. He leaves his lunch under the seat.


“Iggy.” I pick the bag up and shove it into his hand as we file off.


“See you later, alligator,” he says. He smiles, revealing that one crooked tooth he has up front, which always makes me love him. I feel bad for being mad at him all morning.


“After a while, crocodile,” I say, and kiss him on the cheek.


He heads to the little red building where the special classes meet, tripping on the curb as he goes, making birdcalls—caw, caw, whistle, warble, so on and so forth. I head off for the big school where the regular kids go, where Iggy went too until six months ago. He was going to be valedictorian of his class. Now he can hardly count to fifty. If we went to the public school, we’d probably ride different buses, but since we’re in Christian school, all the classes are in one place. There are 172 kids, counting the kindergarteners and special eds.


The morning stumbles by. Since there are only a few people in my grade, we don’t change classes. We have the same damned teacher all freaking day. I have to listen to Mr. Farley drone on all morning about x squared and y cubed, and how Missy Larington is home with a busted kneecap, and how verbs and adverbs go hand in hand, like husbands and their wives. But none of it matters with the lightning zinging around in my brain. I feel like my head is making a voice-over track, going on behind everything I do. All I hear is Iggy saying, “You like girls.” It even echoes a little, the way bad thoughts echo in the movies.


I hand out my invitations. Although none of the kids like me much, they seem happy to have a party to go to. There isn’t much to do in Barnaby, unless you’re into hanging out at the Dairy Queen. Everyone asks if Elijah Winchell is invited. I tell them of course he is. His daddy is the preacher. They all ask, “Can’t you tell Elijah Winchell is hot for you?” I tell them I don’t give a rat’s ass if Elijah Winchell is hot for me. They say I’m lying, but I’m not.


I catch Mr. Farley’s questions though, even through the lightning in my head.


“Have you finished your paper on Leonardo da Vinci, Mara?” (I haven’t.)


“Who caught Rush Limbaugh’s broadcast yesterday?” (Elijah Winchell says he did.)


“What is the largest Great Lake?” (I have no freaking idea. Geography is not my strong suit.)


Even though I hear things, my brain is so full of lightning, it doesn’t have room to hold on to any thoughts for very long.
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