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“Becky, get your god-damn ass offa-the-couch an walk down to 7-Eleven! I told ya to get up ten minutes ago. Go get me a two liter of Pepsi and some bread. We’re out of bread, damnit!” Becky’s stomach flip-flopped as she picked at the scab on her elbow and squinted at her mother through the smoky haze of their dimly lit doublewide. She hated when her mother cursed at her.

“America Idol’s coming on, mommy. Can I go after?” 

“Hell no. It’ll be dark then. Get off your lazy ass and go get some Pepsi. It’ll still be on when you get back, for Christ-sake.” Her mother blew an exasperated stream of white smog from her stick-thin lips and mashed down the butt of her Kool into the grimy amber glass ashtray with a stubby index finger. She hoisted herself up and forward toward the edge of their sunken loveseat, careful to pull her faded pink puppy shirt down in front of her wide belly so that it would fall in between her tiny legs. She exhaled again in her two-part wheeze as                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                             she leaned forward to reach her denim purse resting underneath the scuffed walnut-colored coffee table. Becky stood up and pulled her shorts from her behind, thinking of the two-block walk to the store. She’d have to pass Larry Granger’s house. She hated passing Larry Granger’s house. He always kissed at her and yanked on his crotch when he did it. She always imagined him slinking behind one of the windows, yanking on his crotch and licking the glass while she walked by.  

“Where’s the money, mom?”

“Take the card, Rebecca,” she huffed. We need the cash for toilet paper and stuff.” Her mother handed her the cracked, thin piece of plastic; it had been used so often that the raised numbers were worn down to broken-grey, faded so much that the eights looked like threes. Becky had never thought anything bad about using the card before. She’d been walking to 7-Eleven for her mother since she was eight years old, getting whatever foodstuff her mother wanted or would allow. That card was the food card. It had always been a great card to her, trustworthy; a notably important card that got whatever type of candy bar or pop she wanted and her mother hardly ever said no. They always had food. They weren’t poor. At least, she’d never thought so; not until this year. 

“Can I get an ice-cream cookie sandwich and some root-beer?”

“Yeah. I want one too.”

“Okay.” Becky put the card in her back pocket and went for her shoes. “Move, Bucket!” The German Sheppard raised his head and looked at her before he started to lick himself. He smelled like the kind of stinky cheese her grandpa liked before he died. She hardly noticed Bucket’s smell anymore; she rarely touched him. He was her brother’s dog. Jared was never home much now. He was eighteen and away from mommy. When he did come home, he’d tell their mother to get off her lazy ass and get a job. She would yell back and tell him to finish high school or he’d end up like their father. Becky never understood why their mother would say that. Mommy never explained what had happened to their father, except to say that he was a good-for-nothing piece of shit. Truthfully, Becky figured it didn’t even matter; that’s why no one seemed to know or ever ask. 

The clerk at the register was new—not much older than Becky. His braces were thick over his tiny teeth, making his voice sound strained, like his jaw was constantly clenched. She never saw him in school anymore and his black pony tail was longer than she remembered. “Hi, Tim.” Becky looked down at the counter as she said hi and scooted the Pepsi, bread, and ice-cream cookie sandwiches closer to him, thinking that she might be helping him by her courteousness so that he wouldn’t have to reach closer to her for the items, just in case he was nervous. She tried not to make him feel like she was watching him, as he carefully lifted each item, turning it so that its barcode was faceup to hold it under the scanner. He kept turning the stuff the wrong way.
“Twelve twenty-two.”  Becky handed him the faded piece of plastic. She saw his thin, black-liner brows furrow slightly, glancing like lightening between the card in his hand and the register. Her stomach flopped. It did that a lot. Three more people came into the store. 

“Hold on a sec. I gotta get my manager. I haven’t had to use one of these before. I’m sorry.” He handed the card back down to her from his six-foot-two height. “Just a sec.” Becky knew the evening shift manager, Marie. Becky couldn’t stand her. She talked and talked and talked. She always looked like she was six months pregnant. Her face was like a suitcase, scuffed and worn. Becky never understood why Marie would hold everyone else up in line just to talk about politics, bad-mouthing the police officers or asking customers questions about their neighbors.

“Yes, Timothy!” Her sing-song tenure carried above the merchandise like a comedian trying to imitate an operatic falsetto searing every ear standing in line, including the Templeton twins. They were a year older; long-limbed, athletic blonde girls whose daddy had just purchased them a spiffy cherry-red Geo Tracker in honor of obtaining their driving permits. No one knew who loved them more, but it was probably their daddy; their mom worked at the courthouse. She never smiled.  


The girls were smirking at her and glancing knowingly to each other. Becky remembered last year when she tried out for the seventh-grade cheerleading team. They just stared at her as she’d called out the words for the cheer meekly, trying to show them that she could belong if they’d let her; the group of girls that everyone seemed to love, smiling everywhere at everyone, waving their doll-like hands, kissing-cheeks with soft, rosy lips like Strawberry Shortcake dolls. The next day at school, there was a note taped to her locker. In small, loopy purple ink, the note looked cheerful, with a smiley face in the top right corner.

“Dear Rebecca Valentine, We’re sorry, sweetie, but we don’t have a uniform in your size. Sincerely, the Cobras.” Becky didn’t have the heart to tell anyone about the note and they knew it. Standing in line, she looked at the ice-cream sandwiches and wished she were brave enough to walk out of the store. She hated herself for being weak. She hated girls for being mean. She hated her mother for being fat.

“Timothy, those food cards work like the debit cards; just press that food stamp button.” Marie smacked her jaws viciously up and down on her chewing gum. She punched in her identification number expertly on the next register and smiled at the twins. “I can get you over here, sugars.” The twins were careful to walk past Becky, keeping their distance as they moved gracefully in tandem to the other side of the counter. Becky noticed their silky ponytails swishing playfully near their waists. Her heart sank deeper, thinking of her own hair cropped short around her ears. Her mother had cut it all off last month when her little cousin had come home from school with a note from the nurse saying Tina-Lee had lice. She had been staying at their house almost every night for the last two months because her mother had dropped out of junior college and started working at Gibby’s Bar. Gibby’s was never closed. Becky took the plastic shopping bag, pocketed the receipt, card, and mumbled thank you before turning for the door. The evening air was cool, but it wasn’t the temperature that made her shiver. The ice-cream sandwiches banged through the plastic bag against her calf, stinging her warm skin. She carefully held the bread with her left hand and moved to cross the street, praying that Larry and his cohort, some kid with acne and a shaved head, were going to go into the 7-Eleven. She didn’t look back. She walked as fast as she could. For as much as the Templeton twins made her heart sick, Larry’s wide girth and perverted sneer made her entire body feel pressed in on itself, like the nuclease of an atom full of nervous sparks of energy. She exhaled a little deeper, relieved to see the lights of home a block away. 

“Valentine!” Becky spun around, prepared to swing her loaf of bread at an attacker. The road was empty. The roar of a tractor trailer’s Jake brake rammed into her brain. She turned around, back toward her home. She thought nothing was wrong with the air itself, or the sinking sunlight stabbing her eyes between the Birch leaves. Lovingly, nature beat into her; the brown earth smacked the right side of her face as she fell into the fresh grass. Pain seared her stomach as she gasped for her breath. It didn’t come. Hands pulled her up by her armpits. Her cotton shirt tightened like a rope around her neck for an instant. Coughing, she felt hard tree bark against her back. She laughed a little as her breath came back into her lungs without knowing why. She looked up; her legs sprawled in front of her and the plastic bag still attached to her right wrist. The weight of its contents had stretched the plastic thin, piercing a bottom corner. She pictured herself sitting beneath the tree about to have a little picnic and noticed her left sandal had broken apart from the rubber hole in between her toes. 

Larry stepped in between her legs and squatted down like a monkey about to peel a banana. “Whadja fall for, dummy?” I was just messing with you.” He looked her straight in the eye, watching her. The smell of wild ramps blew in the wind. The sound of a lawn mower sputtered out somewhere in the neighborhood. She licked her dry lips nervously, wondering how something that seemed so perfectly normal, like sitting beneath a tree talking to a boy, felt so innately wrong. “You got big lips, Becky. I like that.” She started to move her legs. Larry’s hands shot down and clamped her kneecaps. He sat back on his ass as best as he could, Indian style, and pinned her legs down against the grass. He moved his hands up a little towards the inner part of her thighs. She felt the grass itching her calves. 

“I gotta get home, Larry. My mom wants her Pepsi.”

“Oh, your mom can shut the fuck up for once. She’s always bitching at you about something. She shouldn’t be making you cry like that, Valentine.” Becky looked into his grey eyes. The fading light made his muscular frame appear a little softer somehow. She felt his fingers moving lightly up and down through her jean shorts. His touch embarrassed her. She thought of her mother chain-smoking her Kools in front of the TV. Larry wasn’t much older than her, but his baby face made him look like an overgrown kid with some peach fuzz above his lips. She smelled his sweat and saw the seriousness in his eyes. 

“We’re gonna get married, Becky. I’m gonna screw the shit out of you and we’ll have some kids. You won’t have to live with your stupid bitch mother anymore; I’ll drive truck and take care of you.” His words made her nauseous. Or maybe it was his touch exciting her between her legs that made her feel sick. Either way, she wanted to slap his face, but she knew better. She knew he’d like it. She knew he’d hurt her. 
“Why do you even like me, Larry? I’m fat and ugly.” He looked at her breasts and then turned his face towards her house. He spoke slowly, softly, as if he were trying to lure a wounded animal to him.

“Because I do. You’re pretty. You were prettier before your stupid-ass mother cut your hair off.” His fingers rubbed her thighs a little harder as he spoke. “You’re always reading, so I figure you’ll make some smart kids, and—”, he trailed off before he looked back at her face and then glanced down at her crotch, then back up into her eyes. “And I got a big one. I think you’ll like it.” He moved his hands a little farther up her thighs. Becky’s heart skipped a beat. Daylight was fading, and the crickets had started to swell their evening warnings. She was suffocating. Becky looked down and suddenly noticed that the loaf of bread was smashed. Her mother was going to hit her for sure now. She felt sick.
“God-damnit, Larry! Get off me!” She struggled against his weight, feeling the sickening damage inside her turn into rage. He laughed as she squirmed. Her fury boiled into a rush of white heat behind her eyes. “Fine, you wanna screw me, you stupid piece of shit?” Get off me and maybe you’ll get somewhere.” As soon as the words flew out of her mouth, she regretted them. His mouth opened and then shut, flipping his laughter into contemplation. He narrowed his eyes. Before she could react, he grabbed her between her legs and squeezed hard. She spit in his face. He squeezed harder. 

“Larry, dad’s gonna beat your ass! Get off her now!” A female siren sound sailed into Becky. Larry’s older sister, Vanessa ran over and kicked him in the side of his face. Becky hadn’t seen Vanessa since she was thrown out of her house by her father six months ago. Apparently, she’d joined the army. From the way she kicked Larry’s head down to the ground, it seemed like maybe she did. Becky had never been so relieved to see a pretty girl in her life. “Christ, Rebecca, what the hell are you doing?” Vanessa’s strength was amazing. Her dark curls fell near her chin as she shook her head sideways, questioning the girl’s predicament. Becky shook her head sideways, imitating Vanessa and stumbled to her feet, her legs tingling from the lack of blood flow from Larry’s weight. 

“I was walking home from the store. Your brother knocked me down and started me—messing with me.” Her voice shook as hot, angry tears formed in the lower lids of her eyes. She swallowed hard. She’d let her mother hit her a thousand times before she let some asshole see her cry. Larry had already stood up and was staring at his red, sticky hands. His nose looked broken. Vanessa glared at her brother, bracing herself like Artemis protecting virgins in the wilderness.

“Get the hell outta here, or I will seriously fuck your shit up!’ Vanessa clenched her fists at her sides and broadened her shoulders. Becky watched in wonder as Larry stared at his sister in disbelief. He looked at Becky. His bloody lips reminded her of the first time she started her period. She hated her period and she hated Larry’s bloody lips. He turned and walked away, his head held high, relishing the feeling of his own blood drying on his skin. Vanessa studied Becky for a moment, watching her while she picked up the smashed bread and plastic bag. Vanessa walked closer to her, her eyes softening as she took in Becky’s appearance. She had to be eighteen by now. Carefully, Vanessa did her best to straighten Becky’s shirt. She raised her hand and wiped the side of Becky’s face that was smeared with dirt and a few flecks of grass. “Get home, Rebecca,” she said softly. Becky nodded. She raised her arm up, holding the damaged loaf of Wonder bread out to Vanessa shamefully. The mountains softened themselves, lovingly. 
“Will you do something with this please?” Vanessa nodded. She didn’t ask why. They both knew why. 
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