
The walls were permanently covered with about seven layers of grime, covering the once shimmering white walls with a thick yellowish muck.  If you stared at them long enough you began to think you could place your hand against one, and when you’d pull it back you’d leave a greasy hand print and leave your mark behind forever.  Smoke hung so thick and low in the air that sometimes it threatened to trigger the one smoke alarm that suspended precariously from the ceiling above the grill.  People came and people went, faceless beings with life stories I couldn’t even begin to comprehend.  They walked in and ordered a stale cup of coffee, smoked a few cigarettes and stared out across the desolate landscape, pondering some inner workings within their invisible minds.  It was the only place I could really call home.

I sat there in my usual booth one Wednesday night, sipping my coffee and watching the people walk in and out.  Some were regulars who slowly sauntered through the door wearing dirt covered overalls and ripped plaid shirts, chatting with other town folk about farming and the weather.  Others were travelers with screaming children who argued with the waitress about the food and asked around for directions to places none of us had ever had the liberty to see.  How they found this godforsaken place I’m sure I’ll never know.  Agnes, the only waitress in the whole place, walked lazily back and forth between the two groups, joking with the regulars and refilling coffee mugs and quarrelling politely with travelers about overcooked eggs and greasy bacon strips.  

I was halfway through Jack Kerouac’s novel “On the Road,” when I heard the thunder rolling across the hills towards town.  I looked up to see the regulars scurrying out to secure tarps on their already rusted tractors.  The travelers started asking about hotels, to which everyone else began laughing as though there were a comedian of sorts in our midst.  I lay my head down on my hands and watched all of it unfold, feeling almost sorry for the poor families who had mistakenly wandered down the lonely highway to this ramshackle diner in the middle of nowhere.  At the same time I envied their lives, traveling across different states to busy cities like Chicago and New York City, where the action was fast and nobody had ever even heard of a soybean field.  I closed my eyes and imagined the city lights and fashionable people streaming out of bars, laughing drunkenly with their friends and going off to enjoy their stylish lives in studio apartments in tall glass buildings.


“Darlin’, you doin’ alright?”  Agnes asked, pausing momentarily to refill my coffee.


“Agnes, where do you think they’re going?” I said, motioning to the family walking across the gravel lot toward their minivan.  


Agnes watched them leave, and for a moment I saw a spark in her weary blue eyes that I’d never seen before.  What was it?  Jealousy?  Sadness?  Her face soon hardened back into its normal form and she gave a tired smile.


“Oh probably goin’ on vacation,” she said turning to look at me.  “Why you always wonderin’ where everybody’s goin’?”


I shrugged and watched her turn and walk away, her plump legs shuffling across the cracked and broken tile floor.  She was already talking to someone at the counter and I could see she had no further interest in continuing our conversation.  I turned back and caught the last glimpse of the minivan as it pulled back out onto the highway, headed far away from here no doubt.  Far away from the farmlands and the dry dusty breeze that made its way across the plains.  I lit a cigarette and resumed reading my book, knowing the only way I’d ever see great cities was through the eyes of someone I would never even meet.

I didn’t notice the door open and the crowd walk in.  Kerouac had just made his way to Denver, Colorado and I’d wrapped myself so deep into the book there was no chance for return.  That is, until I heard the sickly sweet voice that shattered my dream world and hurtled me back into reality.


“Well if it ain’t Adele Jasper, sittin’ by herself readin’ another of them damn books.”


I raised my eyes slowly over the edge of the book, only to see Mary Lynn Walker’s upturned nose and painted red mouth smiling back at me.  She was seated not far from my booth with a group of girls I knew vaguely from high school.  They all laughed and leaned in to whisper words that only made them laugh harder and I felt my face begin to redden.  I lit another cigarette and took a nervous drag, trying not to look at them.  Instead I sat and focused on the chipped red polish on my thumbnail.  They had already changed gears in conversation and I began to listen in silence, waiting to see what new gossip had arisen among Laky High School’s finest graduates.


“I heard he’s real fine,” said Larissa Jenkins, tossing her blonde hair across her shoulder and taking a massively exaggerated drag of her menthol 100.  


“Oh girl, he sure is.  He’s real weird though,” Olivia McCollin muttered.


“Weird?” said the other two in unison.


“Like, he does all this readin’ and he went to school at some fancy English place or somethin’.”


They all turned and looked at one another in disgust, as if a giant snake had just fallen from the disintegrated ceiling tiles onto their table.  I watched them with a half-cocked smile on my face, wondering who they were talking about.  It was probably some guy who had taken an English class at the community college and learned about Shakespeare or some shit.  Not that I didn’t like Shakespeare, but hell, everybody had read some Shakespeare.  


Mary Lynn leaned forward to ash her cigarette.  “His daddy bought that farm out on old highway 61: the old Beale place.”


Another sigh of disgust rose up from the table, and they began discussing the Beale place and how trashy it was.  I wanted to laugh, but kept my mouth shut in fear they’d start in on my house.  Hell, if they started in on that place they’d never quit.  I wondered again who they were talking about.  I’d heard a rumor that someone had finally purchased that farm, but I hadn’t seen any action from over there.  It was fairly strange, considering I walked by there about four times a day on my way into town, but then again that house was so sheltered by trees that it could probably be gone and I never would have noticed.


The local teenage crowd used to throw parties in that house, huge keggers with music so loud I could sit out on my front porch and hear it clear as I could from my own stereo.  I often wondered what those parties were like and how many of my classmates had been stripped of their short-termed innocence in one of the upstairs bedrooms.  I’d been in there once and it had appalled me to see the shape the house was in.  Wallpaper peeling off the walls all the way around the ceiling, huge holes in the floor on the porch, windows busted out: the works.  It had once been a beautiful place, I could see that much.  I used to imagine the Beales sitting at home quietly in the winter, Sis knitting quietly by the fire and Earl snoring in his recliner.  There would probably be a good old farm dog curled up on the hearth or some other such nostalgic bullshit.

Olivia was now talking about how much her boobs had grown in the last year and the other two were leaning in with such interest on their faces I started getting nauseous.  I took a quick glance at my watch.  1:13 a.m.  Shit, I thought, I’d better head home before the old man has a fit.  I grabbed my books and my cigarettes, tossed a few dollars on the table and stood up.


“Adele, are ya leavin’?” Mary Lynn asked sweetly.  I looked at her and she smiled wickedly, her painted red mouth stretching at an odd angle that seemed to knock her whole face off balance.  She held up a manicured hand in a sarcastic wave.


I stopped at their table and leaned over them.  “Well girls, as much as I’d LOVE to sit and talk to you about our sex lives, I really don’t think we have much in common in that department.  See you later!”



As I turned to walk out, Larissa grabbed my arm and pulled me back.  “Are you tryin’ to say somethin’?” she barked.


I gave her a smirk and with a rush of guts replied, “I don’t know…that depends on how you’d like to take that comment.”


The three of them stood suddenly and I felt a rush of fear wash over me.  What the hell was I doing?  These girls were feisty, I knew that much.  I couldn’t count the number of times they’d thrown me against a locker in grade school for mouthing off.  And here I was, about to get it all over again.  Suddenly I heard Agnes behind me.

“Girls, why don’t you just sit back down and go on with your conversation,” Agnes said harshly.  “Let Addie get on home.”


They sat down obediently, but as I walked out I heard Olivia whispering again.  This time I caught what she said.


“Yeah, get on home to her drunk shit-head daddy.”


I turned to walk back across the diner, but Agnes caught my arm.  “Don’t let them girls bother you,” she said, her face stern.  “Just get on home before you get yourself in trouble.”


I nodded, sucking in an angry breath and turned toward the door.  That was when I ran into him.  I’m not talking just ran into him like, just saw him; I’m talking ran into him like almost knocked him over.  He stumbled backward, and I was so flustered I didn’t even look up, just rushed to grab my books that had fallen on the floor.

Mary Lynn leaned over before I got a chance to grab them.

“Sar-truh?” She said slowly, obviously having trouble putting the words together in her feeble little mind.  “What the hell is that?”

“It’s Sartre.”  The voice behind me was calm, clear, deep.

I couldn’t help but turn around.  Someone knew who Sartre was?  Unbelievable.  I looked up and there he was.  I’d say he was about 6 feet tall, standing there leaning slightly on the booth next to him, watching me with a smile, shaggy black hair falling over his striking blue eyes.  I immediately felt my stomach drop out, even more so when I realized he was the one I’d almost knocked over.
“Sartre, yeah…” I mumbled, standing up and tightening the books against my chest.

He looked at me once more and strolled casually over to a booth and sat down.  Mortified, I took one last look and left.  Everyone was still staring at me.  As the door fell shut behind me, I could hear laughter ringing in my ears, seeping its way through the greasy windows and out into the night.  


As I strolled down the barren highway toward the edge of town, I looked up into the sky.  The rain had stopped again and it actually began looking somewhat pretty.  The fields were glistening with rainwater and each corn stalk looked as though it were covered with a thin layer of glass.  Millions of tiny stars shone brightly against the black sky and it reminded me of a handful of shining diamonds thrown across a sheet of black velvet.  The trees were just shadowy shapes against the horizon and every now and then a coyote howled in the distance.  I couldn’t help but wonder if that guy had been the one Mary Lynn and the others were talking about.  Could it be true that some intelligence had finally graced us with its presence?  It was too early to tell, I thought, and marched on toward home.  

I turned down the driveway and heard the dogs start barking.  Mack came barreling down the gravel drive, growling until he realized it was me.  I reached out and patted him on the head and he looked at me with sad brown eyes.  The other dogs stopped a ways back and sat waiting for me to approach the house.  They seemed somehow foreboding, begging me to just keep walking past and not to come inside.  Even Mack was watching me, his tail tucked between his legs as if to say “you don’t deserve this, just leave and don’t come back.”

The place was a mess.  When I’d said I didn’t want the girls to start in on my house, I hadn’t been overreacting.  Our farm was known as the joke of the county: three decrepit barns and a forgotten hog shed, seven rusted cars sitting to one side of the driveway, grass growing high around all sides, and a house that looked as though it might cave in at any moment.  Even the trees hung low and sad, as though they’d been poisoned by an injection of dishonor.  I could remember a time when everything was different, when Ma was still around and the yard got mowed every Sunday.  The house was white back then, but now it was so covered with a thick film of mildew that it appeared a squalid gray.  The porch was lop-sided and one of the posts was leaning dangerously to one side.  The green paint was flaking off in giant patches that made it look like the whole thing had been attacked by one very pissed off cat.  I could see one light through the grubby window to the front room and sighed.  Somebody was still awake.


The screen door slammed shut behind me, and for a moment I was lost in the cloud of dust that came flying out of the screen.  A few moths were flying dizzily around the light in the hall and I winced in disgust as one of them flew into the wall and slid down to claim a final resting place with the others on the cracked wooden floor.  


“Addie, that you?” came a hoarse voice from behind the dirty sliding doors that led to the living room.  The call was followed by a series of deep, phlegm-filled hacks that made me shudder.  

As I turned to walk toward the kitchen the voice started in again.  “Where the hell you been?  You know what time it is?”


I sighed and turned back toward the doors.  Sliding them open I stuck my head in, holding my breath from the putrid odor.  It smelled like a mix of stale smoke, cheap whiskey and sweat.  “It’s 2,” I said simply.


“Well ain’t she miss high and mighty,” came a voice from the corner.  Shit, I thought, they’re all home.  I opened the doors and stepped into the room.


The room was a disaster.  Mud was caked into the old rug that had been tossed upon the floor.  Old magazines and newspapers lay in tall stacks gathering dust in the corner.  The whole room was filled with a haze of smoke that hung motionless and stagnant in the air.  There was an old hound lying across the couch, his nose buried in a hole in the fabric that was spewing grimy cotton from within.  In the middle of all this, pa and my two brothers sat watching an old episode of Jerry Springer, each with his own respective bottle of whiskey in hand.


“Jesus,” I said, waving a hand back and forth in front of my face.  “Can’t you people open a window or something?  It fucking reeks in here.”


Pa pointed lazily toward the window.  “You do it.  Nobody else been complainin’.”


I crossed the room and flung open the window, but the smoke didn’t move.  I retrieved an old metal fan from the dining room, stomped back across the room and plugged it into the wall.  It started with a fury and suddenly blew a stack of newspapers across the floor.

“Shit girl!” yelled my brother, Edon.  “What the fuck are you trying to do?”


“Oh, who fucking cares,” I replied, glaring at him, “It’s not like we’re trying to keep the place clean or anything.”


“Knock it off!” yelled pa.  “Addie, get the hell out of here before yer damn mouth gets you smacked.”


I stormed out as Edon and Clay began laughing.  I heard pa joining in too as I trudged up the dusty broken stairs toward my room.  The upstairs hallway was like some sick obstacle course, and I felt my screen crawl as I stepped over giant piles of dirty laundry.  I imagined the stench coming off them in visible black lines like the cartoons I used to watch as a child, and wondered how many cockroaches made their home underneath all this mess.  The cobwebs were so thick on the ceiling that it looked like asbestos coating.  I passed the bathroom and noticed the bathtub was full of water.  


“What the hell,” I muttered to myself as I stepped over another pile of clothes to pull the plug.  I could see a mist of thin hairs across the top of the water and shivered again.


I had to kick about seven pairs of boots out of the way of the door to the third floor stairs to even get it open.  I thought I saw a mouse dart out from underneath one, but I wasn’t certain.  I flung open the door and immediately felt a little better as I saw the clean stairs gleaming back at me.  They were broken in several places and creaked louder than thunder sometimes, but at least they were clean.  I could hear Edon cackling away downstairs and I slammed the door behind me, wishing it were me slamming him against a wall.  I shut my eyes and forced away the tears that threatened to creep down my cheeks.

Since the rest of the house had been claimed by “them,” I had claimed the third floor for myself when I was thirteen.  Edon had told me I’d probably be murdered by ghosts in the first week, which had frightened me at the time.  I can remember hearing creaks now and then and waking up in a cold sweat.  But that had been a long time ago, now none of it mattered.  It was the only place I could go to really be alone.  


My bed stood in one corner, near the fireplace that had long ago been nailed shut.  Ma had always worried one of us would get the bright idea to try and climb up to the roof.  In another corner were an overstuffed bookshelf and an old couch that looked as though it had seen some better years.  There was a shelf above the couch that held pictures of me and ma and a few of Edon, Clay and I when we were little kids.  There were posters everywhere.  Bob Dylan, Pink Floyd, a few of Janis Joplin that I’d taken from my mother’s belongings when she left.  Years later, pa had burned the rest in a huge bonfire in the front yard.  The huge hole was still there in the ground, where the grass refused to grow: almost as if it understood that on that day, everything had died.

It wasn’t always this way, you see.  There was a time when the house was clean, when the cobwebs were nonexistent and the laundry brought fresh to our bedrooms everyday.  There was laughter and music and happiness dripping from the walls like honey.  Somewhere along the line though, pa had started drinking and he started yelling at my mother.  I can still remember sitting on Edon’s bed with my hands clamped over my ears, late at night, listening to them screaming outside.  Then one day when I was seven, I woke up and she was gone.  There was note laying on the table that pa read, it made him cry and he disappeared into his room for about two weeks, reappearing only to grab another bottle of whiskey from the basement.

Things started going downhill from there.  My brothers started skipping class, and before I knew it they both dropped out and sat at home all day.  Pa finally came out of his room, but he was never the same.  After he burned all of ma’s stuff in the front yard, it was like the door to his heart closed and never opened again.  He started drinking all the time, and he began to hate me.  He taught my brothers to hate me too and before I knew it they were all slapping me around now and then and taunting me.   Sometimes I think I remind him too much of ma, and that’s why he did what he did.  But other times I think he just learned to hate all women, daughters included.

I heard a noise from downstairs and then a lot of laughter.  I snuck down the stairs and looked out into the hall just in time to see Clay fall drunkenly against the wall and start catapulting back down the stairs.  Edon caught him and threw him back up to the landing. 

“You dumb bastard,” Edon said to him, laughing and taking a swig from the bottle he clutched in his hand.  “Maybe one of these days you’ll learn to handle yer liquor.”

Clay muttered something and slumped toward his room.  Edon started into his room, then stopped and noticed me.  He said nothing, just stared at me for a moment and then turned away.

When I was little, he and I would play in the barn everyday.  He taught me to ride the horses and how to milk cows.  I would watch him clean the barn and he’d tell me of his big plans to move to the city and build skyscrapers.  He’d been my hero back then, and I’d been his kid sister.  He used to protect me and run off all the kids who made fun of us at school because we were poor and I had to wear my brothers’ hand me downs.  Now he joined in with the rest of the town.  The whole family did.
Silently I turned and tiptoed back up the stairs.  Turning off the lights, I took one last glance out the window at the millions of stars shining in the sky.  I knew in just a few hours the farmers would be out shaking the night’s rain from their tractors and heading out into the fields.  I could see the Beale house from my window, and for a moment I thought I saw a figure standing at the window.  I blinked and it was gone, but I could still see a light on in a second floor bedroom.  Slowly, I turned away from the window and pulled off my jacket and my jeans, turned back the sheets and slid underneath the blankets.  Sleep came slowly that night, but finally, just as the sunlight began to creep across the floorboards, I drifted off into a dreamless unconsciousness, and for just one moment everything was peaceful.
*


“Have a nice day,” I said, handing the woman her receipt.  I smiled as she struggled to resituate the screaming toddler attached to her hip.  She didn’t reply, just gave some kind of nod and walked out.  People in this town are so nice.


I pulled up the sleeve of my shirt and examined the growing bruise on my inner arm.  What the hell, I thought.  Who knew a spatula could leave such a mark?  Edon had done it this morning when I’d refused to cook him some bacon.  It now matched the bruise on my other arm Clay had given me a couple of days ago.


Suddenly, I heard the unmistakable bell clang of the door opening, and I peered over the top of a stack of produce boxes to see who it was.  All I caught was the edge of a shoulder before the individual disappeared down the produce aisle.  Whatever, I thought.  Leaning over the counter, I rested my chin against my hand and looked out the window.  Laky was really rockin’ today.  There were two trucks parked over at the feed store and a cat sunning itself on the porch.  A couple of kids were running down the street with jump ropes and I watched as a little boy whacked the back of a girl’s legs as she ran.  Teaching them young, I guess.

“Hello again,” a voice said.  I recognized it somewhere.  When I looked back, I had to choke in a gasp.  It was him!  He shoved his hair out of his face with one tanned hand and smiled.  Nice teeth, too.


“H-Hi,” I stammered, struggling to catch my breath.  I started ringing up his purchases and tried to keep from panting.


“So, you read a lot of Sartre, huh?”  He looked out the window, and I got a chance to look him over.  He definitely wasn’t around here.  He wore a black t-shirt and ratty jeans with a studded belt holding them to his hips.  Definitely not from around here. 


“I read some Sartre now and then, but I prefer Kafka personally,” he clicked his tongue against his teeth and looked back at me.


“Yeah, uh…I haven’t read a lot of Kafka,” I said.  “I read the Metamorphosis a while back though.”


He nodded and stretched his arms out behind him until I heard his back pop.  “I’m Macon,” he said finally.


“Adele,” I smiled, trying to sound casual.  No one had asked me my name in years.  “Oh, and your total is $13.65.”


He tossed a couple of crumpled bills onto the counter.  “Well,” he said.  “I’ll see you around sometime, I’m sure of it.”


And that’s that, I thought.  I wanted to run after him and ask him all kinds of questions: What else do you read?  Have you ever heard of Kerouac?  What about Vonnegut?  Where are you from?  I didn’t though, just sat there watching him walk away with my mouth hanging open in dumbstruck awe.  I had a feeling he was the one I’d been waiting for.
*


“ADDIE!”  Jesus, I thought, he can shake the walls with that yell.  “WHAT THE HELL IS THIS!?”


I stumbled over a pair of overalls lying on the floor and stuck my head around the corner.  Pa was standing next to an end table in the hallway, attempting to read and hold his balance at the same time.  He belched and patted his huge belly, then looked up at me, his blue eyes teeming with intoxication.


“What’s what?” I said, trying not to rub my shoulder against the doorframe, which I’d suddenly discovered was covered with a trail of ants.  

“What have I told you about leaving your SHIT all over the place,” he said.  With that, he took one hand and swept all of the books off the end table and onto the floor.  He kicked a couple of them at me and turned to walk back into the living room.


“For Christ’s sake,” I muttered.  “This is stupid.  Not like they’re using the damn table.”


I had no sooner picked up my books and started up the stairs with them when Edon and Clay burst through the front door, landing in a heap at my feet.


“YOU motherfucker!” Edon yelled, seemingly trying to rip Clay’s hair out with his shaking fist.


Clay was laughing so hard his whole body looked like it was about ready to erupt.  His face was red and he kept slapping Edon across the head with the palm of his hand.


This is how it goes on a daily basis.  They fight until they pass out in a pile on the floor, then wake up and do it all over again.  The only time they’re all on the same team is when it’s against me.  Not again tonight, I thought, grabbing my bag from a kitchen chair.  I looked behind me once more, and the so-called fight was now merely a slap fight, two people trying to go at it when they can’t even see each other anymore.  I flung the screen door open and stepped out onto the back porch.


I managed to miss the first hole, but the second one caught me by surprise and I pitched forward onto the floorboards, slamming the side of my chin when I made contact.  I heard noise from inside and hurried to remove my leg from the porch floor before they made their way outside.  I was rounding the corner of the house when I heard the door open.


“Well boys, the kid put another hole in the floor…” I heard pa say.  “You make sure you’re awake when she gets home.”  Then another crash as more of the floorboards gave way, and they all exploded in laughter.  I took off running toward the highway, hoping that maybe if I closed my eyes, I’d open them to find the last 12 years had all been a dream.

When I reached the highway I stood for a moment, watching the sun’s last rays peek out over the horizon.  I remembered a line from a Bob Dylan song I’d heard a long ago:

He asked poor Howard where can I go
Howard said there's only one place I know
Sam said tell me quick man I got to run
Ol' Howard just pointed with his gun
And said that way down on Highway 61.

When I started walking, I found myself wandering in the direction of the Beale farm, and couldn’t help but try to peer through the dense bushes to see the house.  I wondered if Macon was the one that moved there.  I smiled, thinking how great it would be if it was him, and imagined the two of us sitting on the front porch reading books and discussing them.  Then he’d take me away to Chicago or New York and we’d never come back.  Everyone would wonder what happened to us and people would say “Oh that Adele Jasper, she—“


“Well, I’m just seeing you everywhere, aren’t I?”


I spun around to see Macon standing there, lighting up a cigarette, his eyes focused on me.  He exhaled the smoke slowly, letting it curl out from the corners of his mouth.  “You live over there, right?” he said, pointing on long, thin arm toward my house.

“Yeah, that’s me.”


“I heard some commotion over there just now, like, crashing or something.”


I turned a bit to hide the scratch mark on my chin.  “Oh, no big deal…I just uh, tripped on the porch?”


He nodded again, and took another drag of his cigarette.  “So, what do you do for fun out here?”  He kicked a pile of gravel, sending tiny rocks flying out onto the asphalt.


I shifted my bag and let my hair fall over my face a little.  “Nothing.  I go to the diner and read; sometimes I go out to the lake.”


“Well hell,” he said, tossing his cigarette into the ditch and turning to face me again.  “Let’s go see about this lake.”  With that, he reached out and took my hand, and we took off in the direction of the lake.

*


“I grew up in California, but my dad moved us out to Terra Houte when I was 16.  Then we moved out here so he could open up another bank chain.”


I tucked a strand of hair behind my ear and looked up at him.  “Do you miss it?  California I mean.”


“Oh yeah, it was a blast…so many things to do, crazy people, wild parties…you’d love it there.”


I shifted myself a little on the bench and lit another cigarette.  Macon put his arm around me and pulled me closer to him.  I shut my eyes and smiled.  How great was this?  We’d been sitting here talking for two hours, and it was like a dream.  He knew so much about everything.  He’d studied in England last year, a university in England.  It was almost too much to believe.  I’d never even been out of Illinois, much less into another country.


“So why didn’t you ever go to college?” he asked, tightening his grip on my shoulder.

I shrugged.  “No money, no way to get anywhere, and I don’t even know how one goes about trying to get into a college.  I went to the library to check out some information a while back, but nothing ever came of it.”


“But you hate it here, why would you ever stay?”


I looked off over the lake.  Why did I stay here?  What stopped me from just packing up my stuff and leaving?  Fear.  That was it, pure fear.  


“I dunno, just never have left, I guess…” 


He turned to look at me, and I caught the hint of a smile.  He ran his hand through his hair and it fell down again, covering one eye and leaving him to watch me with the other.  Before I knew what was happening, we were kissing.  He ran his hand through my hair and I

