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Mom wore her Easter dress, though it wasn’t Easter yet. She had curled her hair and taken her nose ring out. Mixing bowls filled our sink, and dozens of naked cupcakes waited on our countertops. I fit the dressed ones in cardboard boxes we’d taken from a grocery store parking lot. Mom had been baking for the farmer’s market since the morning was dark and quiet.

“Can I ice one?” I asked.


Mom looked over her display and pressed her lips together. “This is important, Robby.” She handed me the icing tube. 


I squared myself over the cupcake, feet planted like in little league. I squeezed and lifted. 


“Finish it off.” Mom nodded. “Gentle.”


I repeated the technique all over the cupcake’s face, just like she said.


She held the cupcake up to the kitchen light. “You put too much icing on it.” She threw it away, grabbed the icing tube, and started another. 


“But people like icing,” I said. 

“Please, Robby. This is a big day for me.”

Mom had been practicing her cupcake recipes for months. When she asked what type of birthday cake I wanted, I told her lemon meringue pie, but she made lemon cupcakes instead. She said they were my favorite, and I told her she was right. She used to make birdhouses and cat toys before that. She always had a project after Dad left. She said he was her biggest failure.

She fit me in suspenders and greased my hair to the side. We packed our small car until the boxes hit the ceiling, some stacked on my lap. We drove down the mountain road toward town, where the houses were brick and close together.

The Masontown Farmer’s Market was held under tents in a church parking lot. Tanned, wrinkled men stacked bushels of greens, and women with wide-brimmed visors pulled wagons of misshapen vegetables. A few kids my age got their faces painted and danced under misters. I asked Mom if I could get dog whiskers, but she said that was unprofessional. 

Mom didn’t know we had to bring our own table, but a mustached man selling honey gave us an extra. It was small, and we could only fit a few boxes on it. We stood smiling with our arms behind our backs. 


A man wearing reflective sunglasses stopped at our table. “What’s with this weather?” he said. 

“Can’t keep up,” Mom said.


“Crazy,” he said.


“Crazy,” Mom repeated.

He opened his wallet. “I’ll take one for my breakfast.”


“How ‘bout a dozen?” Mom said.

He laughed. “I’m a single man. I can’t eat that much.” 

“She’s a professional,” I said.

“This your kid?” he asked.


“Salesman today,” she said.

“I bet,” he said, looking at Mom’s dress. “Give me two.”

As the morning drew on, the early-Spring heat kicked in, and the icing tops melted into a thin, sweaty glaze. Mom’s forehead shimmered and her curls were falling flat. Men started calling her, “Mom with the cupcakes.” She kept smiling, but I could tell she was just stretching her face. A woman with a zebra top asked for free samples and Mom told her nothing comes free. 


“How do I know if they’re any good?” the woman asked. 

“Cause she’s a professional,” I said. 

The market closed at noon and we had only sold eight cupcakes. Mom counted her quarters once more and fit them in her fanny pack. We loaded the rest of the cupcakes into the car. We had at least fifty left over.

Mom sat in her driver’s seat. “Free samples,” she said and shook her head. She grabbed a box from my lap and ate a cupcake, then another, then another, then another. When she reached for a sixth, I grabbed her wrist. 

“Don’t Robby,” she said. After finishing her eighth, her eyes went wide. She gripped the steering wheel, let out a shaky sigh, opened her door, and threw up.


On the way home, we stopped at a dollar store. I waited in the car until she came back with a mini-cupcake baking tray. She ripped off the dollar sticker in the parking lot.

“I was thinking next time I’ll bring samples,” she said and wiped away her sweaty make-up in the rearview mirror. “What do you think about that?”

“I think it’s a good idea,” I said.


She unclipped her bra and threw it in the backseat, then started the car and drove down the road. “And you don’t need to come next time.”


“I like it though.”


She smiled and clicked her nails on the wheel. “Yes, free samples,” she repeated.

 Our neighbor Pearl was crawling like a crab in our front yard when we got home. She lived a few houses down the hill and always rang my doorbell on the weekends asking to play. She was pale with thin red hair and smelled like tomato soup. I don’t know why she picked me to play with. Maybe I said hi to her once in school, or maybe she rang everybody’s doorbell. Mom always made me play with her and said I’d feel better about it when I was older.

We walked to the creek stretching behind our neighborhood to lift stones and look for salamander. She sloshed through the water, not even trying to balance on rocks. The ends of her hair were wet from bending over and searching for critters. 

“You know Red Beard?” she said, brushing sand off her forearms.


“The pirate?” I asked. 

She nodded. “I’m related to him.”


Pearl was always saying stuff like that, but I never challenged her on it. “You ever meet him?” I asked.


She scooped a salamander in her palm and stared at it with her jaw slack. “He died like a hundred years ago, dummy.” 


Later we piled maple sticks in the front yard and tried rubbing them together to make a fire to dry our clothes. My hands stung, and I had white scrapes on my palms from gripping the sticks. Pearl’s face squished and went all rage-like when she rubbed her sticks together. Mom watched us for a while from the porch then went back inside, telling us to holler if it worked. 

The sky turned yellow and rumbled, gathering itself before it raged. Critters scurried in our un-mowed grass and evening crickets tuned. My dad’s green truck rolled into our driveway, appliances piled high in its bed and dents in the bumper. He jumped out of the truck with a six pack in the crook of his arm. His beard was longer and redder than last time. I dropped my sticks and stood up straight. He grabbed my shoulder and shook it, then slapped my back. It hurt a little, but I didn’t say so. 

“We’re trying to make fire,” I said.


“That right?” Dad said, looking at our house.


“Who’re you?” Pearl asked. 

“Robby’s dad.”

Pearl broke a stick. “Never seen you before.”


Dad wiped his forehead. “Robby’s done playing for today.”

Pearl wiped wet grass off her knees, grabbed a fistful of sticks, then ran up the road like she robbed a pharmacy. 

“Girl looks feral,” Dad said.


“Mom makes me play with her,” I said.

“Sounds about right.”

We took off our shoes on the porch. His boots had yellow mud on the heal. I liked seeing him without shoes. He looked smaller and made less noise when he walked, like he was a kid himself. He walked inside without knocking. I followed him into the kitchen like it wasn’t a big deal, like we’d done it a hundred times. 

Mom had changed out of her dress into a t-shirt, and her snake tattoo peaked from the hem of her shorts. She put a casserole in the oven under batch of mini cupcakes. Dad watched her, and she ignored him. I sat at the kitchen table with my chin in my palm, pretending like I didn’t care about anything.

“Robby was playing with sticks in the yard,” Dad said. 

“He likes sticks,” Mom said.

“No, I don’t.”

“Hear that?” Dad smiled.


Mom washed her hands and sat on the counter. “What do you want?”

Dad placed the six pack on the kitchen table beside the leftover boxes of melted cupcakes. “Smells like someone’s birthday,” he said.


“Mom has a new project,” I said.


“That’s what I hear,” he said.

Mom crossed her legs. “You didn’t hear anything.” 


“I hear a lot.” He handed her a beer.

She glanced at me, I looked away, then she took the can. “We’re doing fine,” she said.

“Of course.” Dad cracked a beer for himself too.

That night we all sat at the dinner table together. I ate leftover casserole while Dad worked on some melted cupcakes. He said they were the best this side of the Ohio. Maybe the other side, too. Mom said he was lying, but she smiled, a real smile. She didn’t eat anything but finished the beer off and some of the bottle in Dad’s jacket. They asked me questions and laughed when I answered. I felt like I was doing things right. 

The rain broke all at once. Fast and hard, pelting the roof and flying through our open windows sideways. We tried closing them, but the frames were stuck and rusty. We were drenched, and I could see right through Mom’s shirt. She couldn’t stop laughing. Dad finally slammed the windows shut. He was laughing too, wiping rain and sweat from his eyes. The storm made it feel warm and musty in our house like the reptile tanks at school with their heat lamps and jungle plants.


After they took me to bed, I lay awake for a while listening to the hum of their voices and steady rain. I thought I heard music and broken claps of laughter, but it was hard to tell, and I was too tired to make it all out. 


The next morning I couldn’t find Mom. Her bed was still made and there were crushed beer cans in the sink, a burned cupcake tray on the counter. The house felt different, like it had been blown up and pieced together, not quite the way it was. 

Outside warblers fussed in our storm drain, and a strong wind shook the maples. Dad’s truck was gone, but Mom’s car was still there. I left the door unlocked and walked down the road, not knowing where I was going. There were large branches in the road, casualties from the night’s storm. A chill wind left in its wake. I ended up at Pearl’s house. It was the closest place I knew, other than school. Her dad answered the door. He was smaller than my dad, but older I guessed.

“Yeah?” he said.


“Is Pearl home?” I asked.


He crossed his arms and looked up the road. “You that woman’s kid?”

I realized I wasn’t wearing shoes. “Can Pearl come out and play?” 


“Pearl,” he called inside.


Pearl galloped down the hallway, her belly protruding from her too-small pajama top. She stood beside her dad in the doorway, fidgeting.

“This kid wants to play with you,” Pearl’s dad said.


“Can I go? I ate my egg,” she said.


“Put some clothes on first,” he said, looking at the clouds. “A cold front’s coming.”

As Pearl and I approached the creek, I heard a humming like high pitch static between radio stations. Spring peepers crawled over one other in the gully, their speckled necks ballooning and contracting. They choked the water, and we tiptoed over them on the bank.

“Stupid frogs came out too early,” Pearl said. “They’ll be frogcicles tonight.” She kneeled beside three peepers stacked like a totem pole and poked the top one. Its foot slipped into another’s eye. She poked again.

“Let them be,” I said.


“They’re making babies. You know that, right?” She squatted over the bank, her hands on her knees. 

“Duh,” I said.


We watched the peepers dip and pop in the water like tiny monsters, bellowing tight-lipped screams. The water rippled around their bodies. I could hardly tell where their skin began and the earth ended.

“Slept all winter to wake up and screw.” Pearl shook her head. 


“Must be hungry,” I said.

Pearl searched the wet grass and plucked an inch-long slug from the dirt. She placed it next to a peeper isolated from the crowd. “There you go,” she said. The peeper was un-phased. The slug wriggled and glistened purple in the light. Pearl pushed the slug closer. “Yum, yum,” she said.


The peeper snatched the slug, swallowed, and blinked. Pearl shrieked, and we laughed. But then tiny bubbles formed around its lips. Foam erupted from its mouth, making a bubbly mess at its feet. “No, no,” Pearl whispered.


It kept pouring from the peeper’s mouth like an endless tide. Like it would never stop. Like it wasn’t from the frog at all, but from the earth below. My stomach clenched, and I stood up. The frog kept a solemn expression as its insides poured out like it didn’t care what was happening. I was afraid what might happen when it stopped and I wondered where my mom was and if she was with my dad and if they were looking for me. 

“I should go,” I said.

“I didn’t know,” Pearl said. 


“My mom will be wondering,” I said.

“You stupid, frog.” Pearl’s eyes glistened.

I walked away, my bare feet squishing the slimy earth. Pearl hardly noticed as she whispered more insults to the dying thing and wiped her eyes. 

It was very cold now, and I held my arms to smooth the goose prickles. The sky was dull and florescent, and it hurt my eyes. I walked up the hill and saw neighbors in wrinkled dress clothes packing into cars for church. 


I made it back to my house and I could smell Mom inside. I went to her room. She was face down on her bed. Her hair knotted and splayed on her pillow. A pink comforter tucked between her legs. I climbed into her bed. She turned toward me, eyes still closed.


“You’re awake,” she said, her breath like spoiled honey.

“Did Dad stay?” 

“No,” she said and sat up against the headboard. 


I laid my head on her lap. “I thought he’d stay.” 


“Your feet are filthy,” she said.

“I saw a frog eat a slug.”

“Robby,” she sighed.

“It was poisonous and the frog got sick.”

“Why’d he eat it then?” She wiped make-up from her eyes.

“Maybe he thought it’d taste good,” I said. 


Later Mom put a hand to her chest. I brought her a mixing bowl from the sink. She puked into it, and I watched the snow fall.
