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Chapter Zero


Once upon a time a child was born in the woods alongside smallen fowl near the waters edge.  Chipmunks, beavers, and doves paraded the meadows lined with lilac, lavender and Queen Anne’s lace, as the child sits staring at the sun painting in a simple Mead notebook.  Nearly one hundred years of lifetime cultivated the meadows, trees and stones beneath the Atlantic sun, and the rolling ripples in its hills are barely noticeable.  Evergreen saplings and grand oak trees fell to the ground as fault lines beneath Meadow Creek raised the meandering banks from beneath the ground.  Trickling water ripples over the granite and quartz as sparrows rush the deer across the fenced lands.  Still yet, the smooth pebbles beneath the water beckon like wishing wells. 


“Catch me here!”


“No I’m over here.”


“Beneath the trees and near the branch?”


“No, by the walnut tree and the tadpole pond.”


“Go jump on the stump!”

“No I’m catching tadpoles.”

“Watch out for leeches!”

“I’m more worried about briars.”


The child, writing in her book, begins to place her name on the simple notebook.  A blond-haired girl jumps on her back; she looks like the river-nymph, Sabrina, with her long, silken hair and nose.  What you are writing, is it about me?, she asks.  The snow begins to fall on the obsidian hair and red mantel of her shoulders.


“No, it’s just a thought.”


“What about?”


“About you when you’re finally here.”


“What do you mean.”


“When you know who you are.”


The elder child reaches down and hugs the smaller child with such force her hands reach to the forearms of the elder and she shouts,


“I can’t breath, I can’t breath, you’re suffocating me.  Stop agitating me.”


The elder releases the smaller child.


“I’m in a stunt with you.  All I want to do is be there.  Now.”


“You can’t, you’re grown and too big,” she replies.  Her mouse-like nose scrunched and wrinkled at my attempt to show her to fly—in time.  There are fewer loves worn-off faster than trying to reveal secrets to the young before their time.  Knowledge and wisdom are thorns in our sides until we reach the edge and grasp mid-air for their fringe of bygone days.  Absolute zero, the coldest a temperature can get before death, is the bridge between siblings, the canal between generations, and the damned souls’ reprieve from love.

Chapter One

Conceived in the Spirit

Christmas Eve and Christmas Day 1982 brought the child in the pasture to the world.  Is there a coincidence with my beginning and Christmas Eve?  Despite the time, I came to be on September 25, 1983—exactly nine months after Christmas Day.  My mother once told me that the day I was born, I came smiling with a toothless grin and a bald head.  At age three, I learned to read with the incentives of Miss Vanhoy and her chocolate M & Ms. Every day the sap poured from her trees, and squirrels peeked beneath her shrubs.  Earliest collections of books included The Boxcar Children, orphans lost in a city and forced to live off bread in an abandoned boxcar. The Laura Wilder series, Home on the Prairie, stayed an influential children’s book series until my first day at school


My parents grew up as mill workers.  Until she was nine months pregnant, my mother carried me in her womb on the cement floors of a rope and textile mill.  My father worked in a steel mill, and later worked for the area hospital in the maintenance department.  Life hasn’t changed in the United States like we presume.  Pip of Charles Dickens’ Great Expectations had the same power in his hands as I do now.  Hands—roughed, calloused or clean and silken, hands tell us about the touch that releases our mind.  Noblesse oblige the endeavored motif of hands to literature.  Daddy’s hands and Sunday night drives to the field with country music playing in the background as lightning bugs pang the dashboard.


Adages of the Old Testament tell orthodox doctrine dwellers that until thirteen years of age we are protected from corruptible damnation to Hecate and Hell.  Cows in the mountains have longer hind legs so they can balance themselves on the top of a mountain, science rationalists say. Milk tastes good.


The first slap on the cheek came from Dr. Little, the delivering pediatrician in the hospital.  I didn’t want to cry, just bottle up my lungs and dive in to life.  Daddy’s hands were always gentle, and I hope to understand why there was always love in his hand, bittersweet smacks.  Mom lost her job after that.  Marriage after high school can be tough, especially for 20-year-old moms.  Monsters in the bedroom are like Odysseus’ Charmydia and the ceiling fan, whirling on the ceiling and beckoning to its nostalgic circumfusion.  Watching the trees whip by Meadow Creek, as the fission in our soda swirled between our legs in the back of his truck hauling hay bales.  


I lost my journey in the middle somewhere and was given a dog.  Secret tree houses and shacks as a bungalow.  A hiding place in Magnolia trees on a blackberry farm.  Will and Miss Dot and sugar cookies in the kitchen.  Summers on a farm with the eldest in the community, and Miss Dot’s famous cakes, each sold for $75 a piece.  


The Bungalow in the Magnolia Tree was our hiding place in the summer, and we hid from the old, from the sun, and from the speeding cars on Highway 54.  A pink umbrella to shade the summer sun away from our tomato sandwiches and spicy, barbeque chips.  
1st grade 

Squirrels and Strawberries


The Red Baron on the front page said snow was on the way.  Outside the square classroom the scent of frozen milk cartons and trail mix sneaked in the vents from the dome cafeteria.  Pupils, sitting at metal desks with white shirts, placed newspaper clippings and writing tablets on the center of their tables as the teacher began to call roll.  The intercom buzzed as Ms. Younger began the morning announcements,


“Students and faculty, today we will state the pledge of allegiance in honor of the soldiers in Desert Storm. Please place your right hand on your chest.”


All sixteen students began the pledge of allegiance as Ms. Russell wrote the date on the board.


“I pledge allegiance to the flag of the United States of America and to the republic for which it stands, one nation under God, indivisible with Liberty and Justice for all.” 

Ms. Russell finished writing President Ronald Reagan with the date February 14, 1988, and the children took their seats in the circular seminar-style classroom.   


Two boys in the corner snickered at the girls near the bathtub and reading lamp.  Ashley, a dark-haired girl, traveled to the porcelain bathtub reading Ronald Dahl’s The Big Friendly Giant.  She motioned her hand in a salutatory wave at the teacher and her thick-rimmed glasses, and then placed the book on the poplar bookcase.

Quietly, she went to her seat and pulled a tri-fold letter with squirrels and strawberries on the cover from her hinged desk.  She places the letter beneath the desk and whispers to her classmate, “Pass this to Jared.”  The sealed letter traveled around the circle, and each child’s eye lit up like someone had given them a day-on-the-job as a mailman carrying a new package.  The recipient, a gangly boy, with tawny hair opened the letter.  Inside the egg-shell lacquered letter, the words written read:

Jared,

Did you have a good weekend?  My family and I went and played basketball.  Sparky greeted me as soon as I got home.  Do you want to date?  Just write me a note and give it to me in line to the cafeteria.







Yours Truly,







Ashley


A bell rang in the hallway and Russell’s Rascals scurried to the door and formed a straight line.  Jared stood behind the 4-foot-5 girl with brunette hair and delivered a kiss on her cheek.  Suddenly, the girl turned around and slapped the boy on the cheek.


“You can’t kiss me in line!” 


The boy’s face flushed, and he mumbled, “Sorry.”


Sixteen heads bobbed as the door opened, and all sixteen peeping rascals scurried to the cafeteria for grilled cheese, pizza and trail mix.  In the cafeteria, a concave glass spread the sunlight rays across the carousel-shaped cafeteria.  The students stood in line with plastic trays to choose the Valentine’s Day meal.  


“Hi, Pat,” said the boy to the lunch lady placing pizza and French fries on his tray.  


She smiled beneath her hair-net covering and placed a heart-shaped Little Debbie cake wrapped in plastic on his tray.


“Have a great holiday, Jared,” Pat said.


The brunette girl picked up a cup full of trail mix with un naranja; she placed the raisins and peanuts on her Styrofoam tray and sat down beside four other girls.


“Snow is the grandest thing when it happens in spring,” she said to a curly-haired girl named Sarah as she sat down.  The other two girls on the edge of the table began to question the brunette, Ashley, about the mysterious letter passed in the class.  


“The letter was a love note to Jared; I wanted to send him something special for Valentine’s Day.  In the end, he kissed me and I slapped him in the face.”


“Ha. Ha.”


The three consumed their lunch and headed back to the playground..  


Paper-thin maple leafs slid across the pebbled schoolyard as the dusty fall sun slid across the sky.  Children hanging upside down on steel jungle-gyms and sliding down red-steel shoots mimicked the playful voices of playground comrades, each sneering milky, white teeth.  Girls giggling at the boy twisting in the swing pointed as his bowl-cut hair spiraled like a mop swaddling a kitchen floor.


“Eww.  Look at that girl collecting leaves!” a blond girl in a yellow dress as she pointed at a brunette girl, wearing denim coveralls and a green shirt, picking at a withered oak leaf.  


“What are you doing?” the other girl with blue plastic glasses said.


“Ms. Russell wanted us to gather leaves so we could make leave stencils,” the brunette said.


The two girls laughed heartily and kicked a sand dust bomb in the air.  Speckled sandstone flew through the air like shrapnel into the brunette girl’s eyes.


“Keep picking at your stupid leaves.  That’s not cool, Ashtray.”


The girl ran as fast as she could beneath the wooden, raft jungle gym and hid from the two girls.  The maple leaf was still intact.

Chapter 
Thanks for giving


The day my sister came was the day I met my first friend.  Shriveled like a roly-poly, we stuffed her in a stocking that Christmas.  Her nose was curled like a Russ troll, and her hands were the size of a badger.  I was five when she came.  What is your first memory of a younger sibling or cousin?  


My mom sitting at beige blinds rocking a basket in her blue eyes was the first memory of my sister.  Evening sunlight pasted a halo around her crown as a new mom.  Although adopted at birth, she knew the kid in the basket and the life sprouting out of the waves in her hands.  



“Little Rascal eating Alfalfa sprouts getting spanked like your eldest,” my father said as he bent over the bassinet with a crooked finger, tickling her toes.


“She’s like a sack of potatoes, we’ll nickname her tater,” Uncle Sam said beside my father.  


White Irish Potatoes, baked, fried, hashed and chopped and cut—that was the repercussion of the nickname.  Smothered in cheese, covered with bacon, dipped in Ranch dressing and hot on the plate, the fries stuck in our stomach as the television turned on Saturday night to an action film or romantic fantasy like Captain Hook.    Sometimes the potatoes were red or sweet or new, small like pebbles.  That was what we ate every Saturday night after two kids were born in my family.  Country-fries, cut so that the fiber-rich content shown on the exterior part of the fry, were crunchy so that we could squirt out our ketchup.


Breakfast every day at 6 a.m., with Toaster Strudels and icing on cinnamon sweet-bread from the Pillsbury Dough boy, as we shoveled gruel and drudged to work and school.  Stuff out of the freezer stunts the child’s growth I learned as a 20-year-old That Christmas, I held my sister in my arms dressed in a hand-made dress from my grandmother.  

Chapter Two

Milk Carton Brownie Salad


First-grade graduation dispersed Russell’s Rascals to different classrooms in the fall of 1989.  Mrs. Ireland and Mrs. Yarborough, teachers of cursive and arithmetic, separated the AG kids from the rest of the students.  AG students, a collection of academically-gifted students, with mathematical and artistic backgrounds were sent to separate classrooms while the class practiced cursive and grammar.  


Mrs. Ireland, a tall blond-bobbed teacher, began the first day of class by making a poster at the front of the class.  Character, written in large letters, and Education were the two largest words and Mrs. Ireland began her day with an opening speech,


“I’m strict and I’m stern.  No one will be allowed outside the classroom unless a parent or guardian comes to get you.  Rules for the cafeteria and silent lunch will be part of the class agenda.  If you like to talk, you’ll enjoy the silence even more.”


The students wide-eyed and shocked by the teacher in the robust, red classroom with green blackboards shuffled their feet beneath the iron desks.  


“Keep the school books under the desk, and do not take them home.”


The brunette girl seated beside a black-boy named Brian raised her hand.


 “When may the AG students leave for algebra lessons?” she asked.


The teacher ignored her question.  


“Today we will go to the cafeteria, and I will show the way to eat properly in front of your peers.  When we go, I want to see every one of you set the fork and spoon packet beside the Styrofoam tray.  Do not talk until everyone at the table is finished eating.  If the table does not finish eating before the end of the lunch period, then no one will be able to talk.”

Each student solemnly stepped in line and headed to the cafeteria.  The menu for March read:

March 14, 1990

Meal: Potato leek soup and salad

Drink: Milk or Apple Juice

Specialties: Walnut Brownies

Ashley sat down beside Geoff Blue and placed the cooling soup on the table.  Her salad, which consisted of iceberg lettuce and carrots, spilled onto the table and brownie.  Quickly, she opened the milk carton, drank all the milk, and placed the salad into the carton.  Geoff Blue, laughing out loud at the mess, put a piece of his cheese pizza in the carton alongside the salad and brownie.  Mrs. Ireland peered over her shoulder at the commotion with an inquisitive glance.  


She abruptly stood up and walked over to the table.  


“What are you doing?  I said not a peek until the table was finished eating!”


She picked up the purple milk carton and peered into the convoluted mess of brownie, pizza, salad and warm milk.  


“Are you making something to eat?  That is what a spoon and fork is used for.  Here have a bite.”


The red-painted nails dipped into the milk carton and scooped out a tidbit of the pizza, brownie, and salad craggy with milk.  Mrs. Ireland handed the spoon to the girl.  


“Eat it.”


“No.”


“Eat it now.”


Ashley reached for the fork and ate a piece of the brownie, pizza, salad and milk.  Her face turned green, and she ran from the cafeteria to the bathroom.

Chapter Three

Lamppost Spelling Bees


Be precise. Be punctual. Be correct.  The Winter Spelling Bee at Alexander Wilson Elementary came to be held on a Wednesday morning in the school cafeteria.  Several students in the 3rd, 4th and 5th grades were to be chosen to annunciate various spelling words and sentences.  Ashley, an innate bookworm, decided to participate after the prompting of Mrs. Ireland.  


“How many books have you read thus far, this year?” Mrs. Ireland asked in March.  


“I received the 800 book award last week.” 


“Do you think you can participate in the spelling bee today?” she asked


“Sure, I think therefore I am…able.”


In the cafeteria there were sixteen children preparing for the spelling bee—about one-fourth was boys.  The principal and the AG teacher stood at the microphones to call out the children and the words.  Each child looked solemn and scared, but the encouraging smiles of the teachers eased the event.


“Geoff Blue, the word is callous.  Please spell callous.”


A boy with a left-side part and wings over his ears stepped forward to the microphone.


“C-A-L-L-O-U-S.”


Secretary Rich smiled and gave him a thumbs up.


“Priscilla, the word is elephant.  Please spell elephant.”


A black girl in lavender pressed the microphone to her chin.


“E-L-E-F-A-N-T.”


“I’m sorry that’s incorrect.”


Ashley stepped to the microphone and waited for the next word.


Principal Clements retrieved a word from his red Cardinals hat.


“The word is abbot.  Please spell abbot.”


She replied, “Abbot.  A-B-B-O-T.”


The next three students spelled the words correctly and sat on the partitions near the front of the cafeteria.


Secretary Rich spoke up again.  


“Able Jones.  Please spell battleship.”


A boy with clumpy, sandy-blonde hair stepped to the microphone.


“B-A-T-T-L-E-S-H-I-P.”


The competition looked steep, and the next hour allotted three spellers the right to continue.


Principal Clements revealed the next word to Ashley.


“Please spell lamppost.”


The child stepped forward.


“L-A-M-P…..O-S-T.”


Secretary Rich looked at her feet and shuffled them.


“I’m sorry that’s incorrect.  Mary please spell lamppost.”


“L-A-M-P-P-O-S-T.”


Contested among her peers, Mary won the day and the Spelling Bee medal.  She also got a specialty piece of Pat’s Oreo Pie.


The Winter Spelling Bee concluded, and the students headed back to the classrooms.

Chapter Four

Springy Haircuts


Dark-haired children are the scapegoat for shears and beauticians, I once thought.  My father was a curly-headed stag in his family, and he knew enough about obsidian colored hair to know that light-fares loathe the glossy shine of curled locks.  Parental guidance in the genetic pedigree was minimal at my earliest ages, but I learned fast that blonds with fair skin have no patience with brunettes and silken locks.  That’s the reason I learned quickly to just let them have the way with it.  


Mullets—a hair-do with roots to the civil war—were slap-stick comedy growing up, and I managed to be one of the children with one.  Bangs—like ammunition—were my mother’s highlights to dealing with my head.  


“Her hair grows like a weed,” she said once to my father.  “I can’t keep the hair trimmed fast enough.”


As she said this she began to snip at the lengthy froth of curls embedded on my face.  Soon thereafter, my bangs were millimeter sprigs erupting from my forehead like a biker and his upturned helmet.  


“Jackie, you can’t cut that girl’s hair that way,” my father said beneath his silken white locks.  “Take her to the hair stylist.”


I soon was herded into the family’s red Caravan and headed to Fantastic Sam’s for an evening hair-do.  The doors opened and my parents shooed me into an orange-pasted seat for a permanent.  The mousy-brown hair-stylist placed plastic cylinders into my hair each coated with blue tonic.


Scents of singing helmets with holes beneath the plastic domes furled in my nostrils as I questioned the motive of the event.  She began to reprieve the tight ends of my head from the salon thingamajigs.


Locks of curls spindled down my face like a black poodle.  It was a catastrophic calamity.  Like a poodle with no bangs staring in the 3rd grade bathroom mirror. 

Chapter One

4th  grade

Historical cafeterias and Rats


The intercom buzzed the students in Mrs. Saunders’s 4th grade class. 


Secretary Rich spoke from the white box on the wall.  


“Principal Clements will no longer be principal at A.W. this year.  A newspaper crinkled in the background as Sec. Rich drew back form the microphone.  


Dr. Frank Clements, 42, of Alexander Wilson died Tuesday at his home in Mebane.  Dr. Clements was the school principal at Alexander Wilson Elementary and he received the Distinguished Principal Award for his time and commitment to education.  


Frank died of intesticular cancer, which caused his cancer of the throat, at Alamance Memorial Hospital late Tuesday night.  He is survived by Mrs. Clements.  McClure Funeral Home in Graham will have a dedication service Thursday evening at 7 p.m.


A shock of silence imploded the students’ ribbed shirts, and Mrs. Saunders laid her glasses on the table.  


The intercom started again.


A.W. will have a ceremony in commemoration of Dr. Clements Wednesday afternoon at the Gazebo.  The faculty purchased 200 Monarch butterflies in glass jars as a memory of Dr. Clements and his time as principal.  The Color Guard in the 4th and 5th grade will release the butterflies at 2 p.m. this afternoon.  Everyone is invited to attend.


Each student in denim jeans and bold color shirts lined the acre-field in the middle of the school, and the sunshine freckled the bare shoulders of the students standing in the heat.  The Color Guard, wearing brilliant orange buckles and shiny metal badges, walked in front of the kindergarten students holding glass Mason jars with fluttering butterflies.  


In the background, Sec. Rich began to state a poem, but not one of the students listened.  When she concluded, all one hundred Color Guard members and one hundred teachers and faculty released the orange, red, indigo, purple, yellow, blue and green Monarch butterflies.  The sight was amazing, first the mass black dots arose westward then turned eastward in fluttering flight.  Within ten minutes the Monarch butterflies were gone, fleeing South, and the students filed into the classrooms.


Mrs. Saunders, with white curls, walked into the classroom after the ceremony and began the lecture about North Carolina history.  


“Alexander Wilson is a historical sight for mill workers and machinists of the 19th century.  Grandparents and great-grandparents built this school after a gentleman named Alexander Wilson began teaching in 1816 near the Home-Ed. Building, which is now the pre-kindergarten daycare school.  Today, the class will research the buildings and make a class presentation Thursday.  Brandon Lloyd, please remove your cap.”


An olive-skinned boy with cherry wood-colored hair removed his cap form his head, and Mrs. Saunders placed rectangular slips of paper into his navy-blue Atlanta Braves baseball cap.  


“The first pair will be Nathan and Jessica.  You two will research the kickball field outside,” she said.


Three additional couples were sent to research the playground and the equipment donors.


“Pay close attention to the chain-link fence donors and see if there are corporations on the internet that will provide plastic links for the chains and slides.  Thank you.”


She withdrew the final slips of paper.  “Jared, Ashley and Lacey.  Go and research the old cafeteria near the home-education building.  There is a wooden door locked with a chain, but Mr. Woody will unlock the gate for you.”


Lacey, Ashley, and Jared stepped outside the classroom beside the metal tiers and mud-caked crevices of sidewalks buried with ant sand hills.  The old cafeteria, a darkened cellar beneath the home-ed building, had burnt glass—a likely cause of summer heat cooking the window panes like a smoldering fire in a brick-faced chimney. A thick, rusted chain looped through the L-shaped door handles inhibited entry, but Mr. Woody, the bus driver and groundskeeper, opened the lock with a skeleton key.


“You kids be careful down there,” he said.  “There are all sorts of critters hanging around.”


The smile on his face crinkled the leathery, sun-stricken skin near his eyes as his white teeth blinded the children in the May sun.


The three stepped down the seven, steep cement steps and turned on the flashlight Mr. Woody gave them.


“YIKES!  THERE ARE RATS down HERE!,” she yelped.  


Three rats, each the size of Boston Terriers, scampered by the children into a brick-lined door entry with barred windows.  Jared shone the flashlight into the room, and a giant boiler that reeked of nitrate and propelled an odorifous green gas, which consumed the halogen light.   


A digital knob faltered at the 800 kilowatt, and the wrought iron machine seemed to loom in the corner like a behemoth pot of stew, awaiting its fire to cook Friday’s weekly potluck soup.  In the corner a black switch broom leaned in the cornerstone crevice, and the six-inch layer of dust covered the wired broom spindles.  Three rats with blinded black orbs in their eye sockets stepped in the red-dust particles of the cellar cafeteria.  


“Let’s get out of here, enough with this project!,” the three scurried up the stairs and into the 2:45 afternoon sun.  

Chapter Five

Aggregate Gifted Legs and Arms

The kickball researchers returned to the classroom with a handful of sand and a black-and-white checkered soccer ball, and the equipment researchers returned with a brochure and a rusty-chain-link fence.  


“Jessica and I researched the history of soccer and kickball and the purpose of sports in daily life.  We found that majority of students and teachers enjoy sports because of an open playing field. There are no ceilings or safety nets, just the sport,” Nathan said.  


The sand in the bag grinded the plastic-sealed bag that Jessica held.


“Some two years ago—my mom used to give me Bernstein Bear Books.  They were about a family of bears and how being a family taught them life skills to deal with family mishaps. This one story—the truth-telling story—was about a soccer ball in their tree house, and Brother Bear’s accidental destruction of a family heirloom.  He kicked the ball into the lamp, and then he blamed the breakage on a strange birdie flying at the window.  The bird was black-and-white, like a soccer ball.” 


Jessica continued.


“Our kickball field is the site of truth.  No one can lie or cheat there because the game requires truth.  You will only win if your feet are landed on the ground and heart soaring.”


“Thank you, Jessica and Nathan.” 


The equipment researchers pulled a rusty-chain-link fence piece from their pockets.  The link, crusted with rust like the topsoil above the mantle, sank on the desk.  Clunk.


“Our research found that playground equipment causes increased visits to the doctor for tetanus shots if the equipment be faulty.  Plastic and synthetic fibers protect students from abrasions and lacerations.  Also, if school equipment is faulty, then there may be increased problems in the water cooling systems.  The computer technician told us about a girl getting sick from rust in the water fountains.  She said the water tasted crunchy.”


Mrs. Saunders rested her hand on the history book at her right hand.  Indeed, the sound of pain on school grounds shook the eggshell-haired teacher.  The guinea pig at the back of the room squeaked on his wheel, and drank a teaspoon of water from his water dispenser.  


“Water.  That brings us to the next subject of the day.  The abandoned cafeteria near the highway.  Jared, Ashley and Lacey please tell us about your research,” she replied.  


 The gangly-haired boy with tawny hair and a girl that looked like Sabrina, the teenage witch on television, stood next to the brunette girl with slips of paper about the origin of Alexander Wilson.


Jared read a parchment of the novel.


“Alexander Wilson was born in Scotland as the son of a poor distiller.  He left school at 13 years old to live with his elder sister and learn to weave.  He enjoyed politics and weaving.  The highlight of his career included a skeptic satire about one of the community capitalists and the ill-treatment of weavers.  He was imprisoned for a short term and ordered to burn his documents in front of the townsmen.  Later, Wilson went to teach school, and observe birds and animals.  The school mascot, an eagle, was an influential part of his study.  The cafeteria was the site of imprisoned workers and their desire to serve the community in a beneficial way.  Currently, there are colonies of rats and ants inhabiting the boiler room.  Oh, and one more thing.  The school cafeteria will serve Kentucky-fried chicken today, and I think our next research project should be about delicacies in foreign countries like coypu.”


The three students walked in the aisle of the classroom and sat down.  

Chapter Six

Allen’s Chicken Farm


In 1992 my grandparents retired from two textile mills in Burlington.  The magnitude of their livelihood—5 o’ clock morning showers and evening supper calls after the looms were through—promoted vitality well into their 60s.  Upon retirement, a new occupation was calling their names.  


Allen’s Chicken Farm in the Woods.


A chicken house is the length of a two football fields and houses roughly 25,000 chickens.  Noises from their undergrowth awake the residents in red cars on the nearby streets at 5 o’clock some mornings.  Gravel and pebbles creak beneath the Wildlife dirt road in the summer, and we travel three miles to the chicken coop.  Every morning at 6 o’clock the roosters start cocking their combs and finish blaring the cockle-doodle-dos as if we were all on a distant farm in the mid-west.  


Twenty-five thousand chickens seem a lot, and indeed, 25,000 eggs a day are a lot.  After a month in the chicken farm, my family has fed the entire population in Rhode Island eggs for Sunday morning breakfast. After a three-day week in the farm, I’ve got enough chicks to cook 6000 pound cakes if the boys will supply the wheat.  


Roughly 300 chickens die a day in the heat, my grandfather said, and there are two dozen eggs hatched in the saw dust each day—those are the brown eggs that never hit the conveyer belt.  The conveyer belt, a putrid brown revolving mat, collects the eggs from the chickens’ roosts.  Golden eggs are rare to come by on the conveyer belt.


With the egg comes the fowl’s foul, whether she be alive or dead.  Her feet will get snagged after plopping her hinny in the metal roost roughly half the size of a computer monitor.  The chicken spur comes down the conveyer belt—they’d use that for evening soup.  Let the children come to me, I repeated beneath my breath in unison with the Bible’s testaments after spending three hours with my dedos, fingers, in the filth.  Did the disciples ever work to fuel their brethren and fellow slaves in tin buildings?

Plop.  Two eggs fall on the ground, and I’ve created more work, because I have to scrub the gritty and sandy cement tile beneath the plastic mats which my feet stand.  Double-yoked eggs, an abnormally large egg with two yolks, come down the line with the 9 o’ clock bowel movements.  


Henry Ford’s idea of mass production as a 12-year-old school girl is not the best introduction to summer revelry, but that was my job as a 12-year-old child.  In summer 1995, my grandparents and I aided Ms. Karen of Allen’s Chicken Farm.  Each day, I packed 3,000 eggs in plastic vats and they were stored in the bedroom-sized refrigerator room. My grandparents awoke at 6 o’ clock each morning drank a little orange juice, and then, headed into the woods and pastures to the chicken farm.  We rarely ate breakfast, and we never ate eggs.  I didn’t want to puke while working on the farm.


Never eat your pets or the men you work for, my grandmother said. 


Wages, ha, a pair of sneakers, cotton shirt, and sweatpants for North Carolina weather in July.  About $15 a week—enough to buy a copy of Charlotte Bronte’ Jane Eyre and a Baskin-Robbins chocolate blast—to read while waiting for the school bus in August.   But I was only a 12-year-old daughter beneath the sun, incapable of sin.  Perhaps I helped a mother somewhere by protecting her eyes before childbirth.  Lutein and vitamin A are essential nutrients for her eyes, skin and the child’s development in her womb.


Several high school students, who worked the evening shift of the chicken farm, left the vents closed all night and in the morning all 25,000 chickens suffocated in the closed quarters. Do you know what 25,000 dead chickens smell and look like?  Do you care?  The dead were carted to the landfill a few miles away, and the landfill moved to the opposite side of the county because of their stench.  


My grandmother washed our hands each night, but the galvanized poles and metal thingamajigs stuck to the edges of our fingers for half-a-year.  Like an aluminum bat between my fingers.  

Chapter Seven

Drywall Mites 


Softball.  A Sport of Flinging Time by Aggressive Loans to the Locales.  Competition between rival communities with tractors, hammers, and lawn mowers.  Someone decided to name the girls’ teams after vermin and fleas, while the boys got named after horses.  She was the dark-skinned leather rawhide Nokona-carrying pitcher and outfielder, but everyone saw her as the kid with short bangs and wild curls, properly called Ashtree, Ashee, and Ashley.  Names don’t matter much when there are eight other girls with French-braids and curled ponytails smacking on the bubble gum their coach gave them before the game.  The number was the memory.


“Number 13.  Ashley Holt of Rudd’s Drywall.”  


The beautification of the Haw River, with its drowned slaves and toxic waste embedded beneath its bridges and dams were resolved by the powers to be in the summer of 1996, and the state allowed girls to compete in athletic sports.  The South, with its long-time history of durable girls in burlap boots, halted the raging wars with Northern commerce every summer to enjoy cool glasses of Coca-Cola on splintered benches beneath the wide-open sky.  No ceilings, no curtains, just dust and heated fastballs. 


Ballparks and stadiums were built for the spectator around dirt fields at the county high schools.  It’s all a process, the legislators printed in the daily news one day.  The countrymen give the best and the brightest to light the stars in the skies or plod in the unpaved fields with sand-stained cleats.  Cars, mitts, gloves and bats accelerated the timeless phrase: Never grow up and keep your eye on the ball.  


Stellar years of afternoon pitching and batting practice kept the fires kindling in the winter, so that, the men, the dads, the moms, and the referees could cheer the long-haired girls of summer.  Put the girls on the playing fields to battle the decades of lost years among the uncountable, they say.  Breech the unfathomable times a child was told “no” instead of leap, the countless times a child was given the hotdog instead of the new mitt and afternoon game of “catch.”


Carpenters, fishermen, and bankers alike decide to put the girls on the field when the boys are gone.  That always baffled me during the summer as a child.  Where did the schoolboys go in the summer?  That question took me nearly eleven years to figure out.  You’ll learn the answer a little later.  


My father owned the Rudd’s Drywall Softball team with Mr. Rudd and Mr. Byrd, both who lived in the county seat.  The oodles of money filtered through girls and sports teams are worth the two-month battle to get there, I thought as a high school sophomore playing in the 3A State Championship ten years after my first time at bat.


“Number 4, Ashley Holt replacing Senior Kelly Holt as a pinch runner,” the announcer said at the Sunday afternoon ballgame in 90-degree heat against North Davidson in the championship game of 1999.  


Enough said about the moment, the memory is what drives the heart to fight one more day.  Human memory is like a bubble that floats above our heads like an air-pocket beneath the sea.  Fish for those memories and live one more day, I told myself countless times at 2 a.m. in the morning.  


Living in the South is like sharing a field with antelope.  We all sit in some shack or 3rd floor apartment trying to cling to the 20-year stretch of school and times of laughter.  In dreams we awake to world’s unseen, but forget them when the paper boy slings his black-and-white papyrus against the front door.  Uncouth swains waiting for our trip elsewhere, I say, whether it is the sea or the Stockyard or the Morgue.


Oh, there’s a hole in the bottom of the sea.


There’s a chigger on the flea, on the mite


On the fly, on the frog, on the knot 


On the log, in the bottom of the sea.


Yes, there’s a hole.


There’s a hole in the bottom of the sea.


Jack, my grandfather, used to sing that song as he and I headed the cattle trailer and four-wheel drive red Ford to the stockyard to sell a grown calf to a pasture in a foreign land.  At times, as a has-been and possible could-be, I sing the song trying to memorize his voice and his life—just so I won’t forget the laughter and the Oreo-crème pie split at Best Foods Market on the way home.   


If I had a nickel I’d tell you what I’d do, I’d spend it all on candy, and give it all to you.


Cuz’ that’s how much I love you baby, that’s how much I love youuuuuu.


If you were a horsefly and I an old grey mare, I’d sit there and let you bite me and never move a hair.  Cuz’ that’s how much I love you baby, that’s how much I love youuuuuu.


If you were a tiger, I’d hang around you’re den.  I’d pester you my honey until you let me in.  Cuz’ that’s how much I love you baby, that’s how much I love youuuuuu.


The memory was just the beginning to understanding why I became.  

Chapter Seven 

Bag Girls


After playing softball for nearly seven years, the middle schools organized sport teams as a form of competition.  Years and summers spent swearing at an unlucky bat or befuddled outfielders baked in the spectators’ synoptic brain stems each summer were long gone.  The Southern Tigers, a county-championship team for many consecutive years, choose thirteen girls to play on their athletic team.  Strangely enough, I was a straggler.  Tryouts are tough, I’ll tell you flat out.  There are no second chances in the three-day stretch.

6 a.m. I awake with the family over eggs and cereal.  The purple-lid eyes of sleep darken beneath my eyes, and I begin to calculate how many hours I have to live before death.

7 a.m. I get on the orange-and-black lettered school bus at my grandmother’s house.  I’m the first to ride every morning, everyday.  

7:15 a.m.  I sit 5 seats back from the bus driver until Fancy Loop come by.  A black boy named Donavan sits behind me with yellow-colored eyes.  He wears a black-puffed jacket and whispers in my swooning sleep with the bus line rhythms. BAM.  His hand snaps around my neck, and my head bangs into the glass.  Every morning.  

7:45 a.m.  The school bus stops and we unload our baggage, our book bags, and our gym bags.  Two girls walk alongside me, I don’t know their names.

8:00 a.m. Putrid smells of rubber and sweat exhaust beneath the colored flags in the gymnasium.  I have seven hours until tryouts begin.  The day passes.

3:11 p.m.  The bell tolls for exhausted students.  Like Pavlov’s dogs we snake around to the water fountains and pavement for rides home.  Not me, not the 60 other girls waiting to unleash their arm and bat.

3:30 p.m.  Everyone wearing cloth shorts and white t-shirts.  Blond, brunette and red-haired giants step onto the dust bowl with traded pelts of leather hide.  Jog, the coach yells.  Chlamydia begins the whirlwind stretch into warm-ups.  

6:00 p.m. Line up, the coach yells.  Sprint to the bases.  Now.  

6:30 p.m. Crunched gravels roll beneath sport-utility vehicles and the coach calls again.  The blacklist is beneath her hand.  Thirty names are called.  Mine is one of them.

 
Each day passes like the first; the people are chosen and sentenced their stay or condemned to eternal failure.  What drove the coach to cut me?  Was I not worthy, or was I too small?  Did I not show enough hustle or did my precision fail in the crucial moments?  Was it the color of my hair and the luster of its curl?  Alas, there are second chances.  Instead of being a member of the team, I was chosen to haul the equipment.  A mule instead of a knight.  A tree branch in stead for the mighty kangaroos and their catch-all mitts.


A player manager, the title similar to Water Technician, is the person or persons that arrive on the field first and leave the field last.  They are the origin to the player.  We, my cohorts in servitude, place the ball on the rubber tee and wait for the batter’s clavicle anchor to swat at the laced-speck.  Pray that the two-shouldered head doesn’t get angry, I thought each time my fingers fell like a judicial knocker on the tee.  


My cleats never touched the playing fields during a game, as a 4-foot-11 inch teenager placing softballs on tees for the 5-foot-6-inch red-haired girl whose leg was the length of my body.  At least my vocal cords harped a few liners to the runners as they glided to each base for a win. 


“There she goes just a walkin’ down the street, singing do-ah-diddy-diddy-dum-diddy-do, the next batter up says walk me too!” After a player advanced to first base in the case of four balls, the maritime chants of children begin to roar in the caged player bins on either side of home plate.


“Chuga, Chuga, Chuga, Chuga, Toot, Toot.  All aboard,” the incantation and duel begins after the player throw leather-sewn gloves to the ground.  A gamut.


“Uh, oh.  Oh, no.  To the Green.  Number 16,” the catcher yells with her fingers curled in the chicken wire.


Slow-pitch softball, a southern remedy to dropping balls in water buckets, throws the ball in an arc so that the batter must break two mathematical planes to hit the ball.  Home-runs were rare because of the velocity and depleted acceleration of the ball on contact.  Hitting a long-drive left-fielder was tough because the ball lost all momentum by the time it crossed the diamond plate.  


We won that year, first-time county champions, and the locale steak and burger joint catered a limousine service at the end of the year.  Last time I had a driver take me to dinner in a limousine.  

Chapter Nine

Fastpitch Softball and Mudd


That first pitch is a thorn in my side.  It doesn’t come until 6 ‘o’ clock either.   Any opening pitch on the low-lands of North Carolina comes out as gibberish for the spectators beside the bird cages.  No one knows how the egg will land.


“Throw ‘em the heat!” a rooster calls out.  “Ain’t no way the girl is gonna hit it!”


One year passed as a player manager, and then the wind furies put me on the pitching mound with the windmill-style windup as the starting pitcher for the Southern Middle Fastpitch team in the eighth grade.  Practice and perfection originate in the back of one’s mind, and the goodwill tidings of Everyman present them with open-palms to the catcher in the backstop.  


“KO-strike-out!” my arm lanced several wins for the team, and we-the team-became a candidate for the playoffs against the city leagues.  A new field built in honor of the Fastpitch league, and our feet were the first to step on it.  Each win, our way, came from the three and one-half hour practices in the autumn.  Then disaster; a 6-game winning streak, a Friday rainy-day practice, and two girls with broken bones.


Stealing bases are the exaltation of Fastpitch for the runner.  The catcher, a lobster cooking in the batter’s box, waits for the pitch as the runner makes the 40-foot lead to 2nd base.  She, the armored catcher in the background, must fling the 11-inch diameter rubber-cored ball 80-feet into the air as the accelerated runner rocks from base to base.  I stole 2nd.


Our coach made an oath to never play in the lightning, but rainy practices were the icing to her evening practices.  On that Friday afternoon, the heavens down poured onto the barren scapulas and shoulders of the players.  Come on, her arms waved as she signaled runners to steal 3rd base. 


Sprinting to the base, the catcher—a David with face guarded against Goliath’s heated fastball, held the ball long enough for me to sprint to the base.  I slid.  Sliding in the mud requires closing your eyes and falling without the fear of hurting in pain or strawberry scuffs on the hinny.  I did it, and then toppled over.


Ancestral games before the possibility of wooden and aluminum bats could have used the leg bones of deceased neighbors at some time.  The experience of breaking the leg doesn’t hurt at first.  It’s like a broken hip in old age; the person can’t move or get up.  A severed nerve of some sort capsizes the femur and fractures—like lightening in the bone.  I sat there, waiting to get up, as the coach yelled, “Get up! Get up! Go for home!”


But I didn’t.  It was then, that the red-haired 6-foot girl put my arm on her shoulder and led me to the dugout.  The same girl I served the year before with my little hand on the tee against her big stick and softball bat. 


Broken-legs are no fun, when the cast settles on what was done, I waited to hear the sound of running cheer, but alas there is no hope when you can’t be a peer.  The season ended 6-5.     

Chapter Ten

Why clothing is contagious.


Life in the South is about contention, and the connections between the community and the coaches.  Southern Alamance Softball is notorious for monopolizing the winning pitchers and hitters in their career. Since the age of four, the girls practice and play in their dreams. The first gifts to the school are a softball field and recreational gymnasiums, so that a child can await his/her suit and uniform to match and be part of something—a team.  


The uniform, a confederacy trick since the Civil War, ensures a combined sense of togetherness, juntos, for the team.  If only I could put that uniform on one more time, I say to myself every season.  Star-spangled sights at the Dawn’s opposite side, just dress me in the red, white, and blue one more time.  A muse please. 


After my reign as the below 6-feet group, the growth spurts of teenagers sprouted my torso into a catapult for the serving line.  Years of pitching Fastpitch softball taught the lever mechanism in my deltoid to snap at the foe across the net.  Unlike softball, volleyball is an in house sport with fans bellowing and shouting at an Ace.


The game begins so that the team swoops into a circle and falls on the ground in diving motion, then we flip backwards and stand.  Cheerleading moves and such.  Just let me live a little longer.  


“Ah…Ace.”  The team squats to the ground and bangs the wooden floor with pronated palms.  


“Who rocks the house, the patriots rock the house, and when the patriots rock the house, they rock it all the way DOWN!” Again, we plummet to the floor and pound in unison.  

Chapter 

Brick Walls


Where are we when the younger thrive?  I’m writing a paper.  So much work and then BAM!  I’ve missed an entire year of my sister’s life.  While I’m fighting to battle my shadow, she’s grown out of elementary school and attended middle school.  Beautiful, she is.  With locks the color of gold and round eyes as large as marbles, she is a goddess.  She is the Punk Rock counterpart to my television memory of Punky Brewster and Pippie Longstocking—a 1980s show about a girl wearing orange and purple socks.  


“Don’t put Dad’s underwear on my head,” she yelled while we folded clothes on summer.  “Don’t you have to get ready for practice?”


The nickelodeon turned on, and we began to throw sock balls across the room and into the corners like indoor baseball.   The 
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Bit Knuckles


Pliers, planers and plantar warts. Teeth and feet are the windows to our inner self.  A dog or mutt is put on the ground, and all the animal uses is its teeth and feet.  Children crawl and walk, adults eat and walk, and yet we’re still here.  Carpenters use their hands a little, my mom and dad used them a lot.


“You’ve got the biggest teeth I’ve ever seen,” a college roommate told me my freshman year of school.  


“They grew after my mom’s dental attempts,” I said as I died from childhood memories with my mom and hardware pliers.


“Those are the most rooted teeth I’ve ever seen,” she said when my incision teeth came through as a 9-year-old child.  “Let me get at ‘em.”


Walking slowly to the dining room table with pliers in hand, she told me to sit steel-like in the chair.  She placed a pair of gripped pliers to my loose tooth and yanked.  Blood flowed from my teeth like the River Jordan in Egypt, and a sinkhole like the Gulf of Mexico formed in my mouth.  The frugal bounty coursing through my family’s blood every moment is the denied attempt to visit a doctor when something is bruised and bleeding.  “If it ain’t broken and bleeding, you’re not getting help.  Put a tourniquet on the damn thing and move on,” my mom would have said.  But that’s Jackie.


Splinters, the byproduct of calloused wood inserted in the hand after friction, are the root to life at Meadow Creek.  The acres of hardwood trees, each looming over hidden meadows and small fowl making melody, bring a landscape to the trilogy and ancestry in Meadow Creek.  There are enough splinters to callous every square inch of acupuncture therapy and healing.  Summers after college years pinned in dorms and cells gave my sister and I enough spare time to get in trouble often and always.  Somehow I deflected her pain on my own feet.  


“Janna, can you mop the floors?” I asked the day I experienced a puncture wound to my heel.  


“No, I’m doing something,” she said.


“Well, can you help me move nothing?” I asked.


Silence.


“Ok,” she said with shrugged shoulders.


I swept the floor onto the carpet and walked barefooted to the living room.  Toppling head over heels onto the carpet, I yelled in pain at the experience.  A toothpick had penetrated my heel, and it was buried into the flesh all but an inch.  I couldn’t move again.  The talus bone was immobile.  She called mom, and the moment she walked in the door she knew there was a problem.


“We’ll go to the emergency room,” she said as she cradled my foot.  “I’m going to count to three and see if I can remove part of the toothpick with these pliers.”


She started to count, “Ready, one…” She yanked the toothpick straight out of my foot and I fainted.  Another reason to lock myself in a padded room with bubbles, but that story will come in its own time.  
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Chapter Twenty

Boys Grown and Gone


Baseball and wrenches, hit the ball as hard as you can and fix the socket.  While the girls were playing softball or swimming in the summer, the men were fixing things.  Lots of things.  In my 20th year as a schoolgirl, I lost my way in Sir Walter Raleigh’s North Carolina capitol, Raleigh.  In my trek to participate in the John Edwards 2004 campaign, a prominent lawyer at the time, on Hillsborough St I could not find a parking place and turned the opposite way to Western Boulevard.  The enormous edifices and alabaster streets formulated hazing turns to dead-end and one-way streets. Each building, the Museum of History and the Banks, cascaded decorum like the aristocratic buildings of France.  


Who built these buildings?  Where did they come from?  Do they just pop up in the middle of somewhere, and who the heck wants to be around them?  Graciously thank the poor wretches put to the task of building a city; each wasted, each broken, and each lost in suburbia shacks and broken vehicles beneath the towers’ shadows.  But back to my story of becoming tangled in the cement hairs of Medusa’s glances.


At the state fairgrounds, I met a man by the name of Joe Laughter—pronounced Lawter.  He was a farmer, “40 miles west un here,” he said, and he sold thick hay-straw rope.  The gentlemen must have worked his entire life on pastoral farms, and the only thing his life accumulated was two decimated “Bum” legs, a wooden wheelchair, and gnarled hands. When I saw the rope, I first thought of Moby Dick and the corruptible tales of stowaways tied beneath ships—there backs rubbing the barnacles beneath its ship.  Are we, females, poor wretches with no idea about the brusque brutality of the elements—earth, wind, and fire, on the men who disappear all day just to crawl into unknown matchboxes at night?  I’ll light my vigil.  


As the city pulled me back to the turnpikes and interstates—a welcome sight in the eyes of a country girl trying to find her way home—the small merchants and vendors’ warehouses mushroomed beneath the city’s valleys and bridges.  Then—at that moment—I realized what men are doing when school is out and teachers are gone.  They build; houses, parks, sand-shifted community recreation facilities and snow globes for the children.  


All those angered by construction during the workweek, a plague upon the heresy defamation on state workers’ and construction laborers.  The boys, gone out for summer, tip their brimstone-lined hats to the girls passing by in their vehicles creep-crawl space.  The cars slowly travel in separate lines, crawl to the highest points in the state, and park at the top of the city’s hill.  But once they finish, they each sneers at the dual-lined trail below into sunless and cloudless skies.  What we don’t know is the purpose of the entire event.  The motorists wait all day to find their plot of ground, but fail to realize the purpose of the event.  The curl-tailed bridges are like a NASCAR speedway for the civilian driver covered in aluminum and titanium.  Don’t yell at the state boys too much, they’re just making a race track, I say.  


Take Alexander Dr. on the Durham exit, and then follow the state police around the bend toward Butner prisons.  It’s a game out there, find the right path.   
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