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PREFACE 

Truth 

Tell the truth/but tell it slant. Emily Dickinson 

The truth shall make you free.— 

JOHN 8:32 

I'm obsessed with missing children—two little girls, in fact. They are both very 

old cases and will probably never be solved, but I'm compelled to keep trying. I'm not a 

detective or a private investigator, just a writer obsessed with finding the truth, and 

telling their stories. 

The first girl I knew very well. She had long brown hair that she wore in Indian-

style braids most of the time and green eyes that sparkled with tints of gold and brown. 

She favored boy's jeans over dresses and her favorite shoes were a pair of Indian 

moccasins she got from her brother. She disappeared decades ago, but I have a picture of 

her—a picture that haunts me with its honest resoluteness. 

In the frayed and creased snapshot, she's squinting into the sun, and although her 

nose is wrinkled and her mouth set in stubborn avoidance of the sun's bright rays, her 

gaze is straightforward, unwavering, as if to say, "Hurry up, why don't cha', I haven't got 

all day!" She's wearing a simple striped cotton dress with ruffled sleeves, and of all 



things, a bonnet that looks handmade, probably by a grandmother or someone of that 

persuasion. Made of simple cotton batting, and trimmed with a ruffled edge, it is 

reminiscent of a charwoman's hat from the 1800s. The bonnet's wide band holds a white 

cap over the top of the head in place, and the ruffled edge hangs in what must be a wilted 

state of starched attentiveness. Judging from her expression, she must have put up quite a 

fuss before they managed to get that outfit on her. The picture tells a lot, as all pictures 

do, with its myriad tantalizing clues about a life that was lived in another time, another 

place. I do know much about her, and yet she eludes me. She lives in a darkened room of 

my psyche that offers only occasional brief glimpses when the sun glints just so, through 

the murky glass. 

The second missing girl I have never met, yet I know her well. She's a figment of 

my imagination, you might say, a fictional character who never speaks, is never 

introduced, and yet her story is the central story of this collection. The events that take 

place in these stories, and the lives of the characters, are framed by the circumstances of 

her brief life and death. 

These two girls haunt me, and beg me to write about them. They want their 

stories to be told, and through the telling, I suppose, they hope to teach me something. 

Although the stories that make up this collection are all about the second girl, the first 

girl is part of all of them. She led me to Shirley and Lila and the others. She's always 

there, in all my stories, even though she may not be a part of the conscious action. It was 



the obsession with her picture that led me, at the age of forty-two, to writing, because as 

you've probably guessed, the little girl in the picture was me. 

Judging from the picture, there was a time when I didn't cringe at having my 

picture made, when whatever I was, however I looked, was OK. That explains the 

picture's fascination for me, I guess. When I look at it I can remember that once I was 

fearless and self-confident, and entirely myself. That was probably the last picture ever 

taken of me when I still had that ability—the ability to be totally myself, without 

restraint. I would stare at that picture for long minutes, as if mesmerized, trying to find 

the clue that would help me get back to that sense of my place in the world. Sometimes, 

late at night, I would get out those old pictures and try to fit the pieces of my life back 

together, with only a fuzzy picture to go by—like the pieces of a jigsaw puzzle in the 

shape of a mandala, each piece fitting together in a circle that never ends, and finally 

leads back to the beginning. But it was no use. No matter how hard I tried to remember 

what was going on behind those squinty eyes and that stubborn frown, I couldn't fall 

through the picture back into that time and place. 

There was one way though, that I found I could open the door to that darkened 

room, just a little. That way, I discovered, was through writing. Sometimes I would stay 

up late at night and write poems or the beginning of short stories (never finishing 

anything), and sometimes I would feel that I had gotten close to the essence of that 

picture. I had almost been able to touch it. 



My search became a sort of quest. I had to find that little girl who had been lost so 

many years ago. I wrote bad poems and bad stories, but they were a form of bloodletting. 

My writing was amateurish and self-absorbed, more concerned with blaming than with 

understanding and communicating, and I finally realized that I was getting lost in my 

own frustration and anger. It was then that I decided to go back to school and try to 

become a writer. It was a cheaper form of therapy than psychoanalysis. 

That first year back in college I was fortunate to have an English class that 

required me to complete an autobiographical memoir. I was trying to make some sense 

of my life, and this was a perfect way to do it. I pillaged my mother's storehouse of 

pictures to jog my memory, like an amnesiac trying to recover memories of a lost life. 

When I looked at those people in the pictures, and stared into their eyes, I could hear 

their thoughts; I could hear the stories they wanted to tell me, the stories they wanted to 

be remembered by. I wrote the stories as they told them to me, and within a few weeks I 

had written what looked like a book. It wasn't very long, and it was just family stories, 

with pictures and poems, but it was bound and had a cover, and for me, the stories 

themselves had a sense of completion to them, and so I called it a book. 

I put together a few copies and titled it Past Lives, and it was done. The feeling of 

resolution that I experienced from this process is one that I had never known. I had 

always wanted to be a writer, but I had never had the discipline to actually finish any of 

the projects I started. With this little book, I had completed something that I could pass 



on to other people, leaving a little of me behind with it. It was not only my story, but the 

story of my mother and father and brothers and sisters; it was the story of a family. 

My professor encouraged me to submit it to the Special Collections Division of 

the University of Texas at Arlington Central Library, and in a moment of manic 

optimism, I did. Miraculously, they accepted it and it is now archived in their 

voluminous Texas history and culture collection. To this day, I don't know if anyone has 

ever checked it out, but I've had the pleasure of going to the UTA library and pulling it 

up on the online catalog and seeing my name listed there by the title, Past Lives. 

As an attempt at autobiography, it was the tip of an iceberg. I knew I had so 

much more I wanted to tell. I began to write stories, and I could actually finish them now. 

Some of them were read enthusiastically by others, and my confidence grew. I knew that 

I finally had something to say and that saying it quieted some of the chatter that was 

always going on in my head. I read my stories at conferences and sometimes people 

would come up to me later and tell me that they identified with something I had written, 

and I would feel an intimacy with a complete stranger that reverberated somewhere 

inside me, a sense that I was sharing something with them that I had never shown to other 

people. It came from that place that still existed somewhere underneath the layers of 

self-consciousness and the studied semblance of normalcy, that place that echoed faintly, 

"Here I am. This is me." 



The voices that used to chatter in my head still keep me awake at night 

sometimes, as they embroider stories and dialogue for future tales. But I don't mind now. 

I just jot down their enigmatic whisperings on the pad by my bedside table and then go 

back to sleep, knowing that I have a small gift that I can use somewhere in my next story. 

Sometimes the voices goad me as I read the newspaper or as I go about my daily routine. 

I stumble through my tasks as I find myself listening to these conversations in my head. 

The voices are not as patient as they once were—they now demand to be named 

and heard, to dress themselves in the wardrobe of the fully realized. A few pages of 

hastily written prose no longer appeases them. They're no longer content to be just a 

name in a story. I try to give them their chance to speak, because I know that somewhere 

in those voices is the voice of that little girl that I lost so long ago. 

My writing today is still concerned with tracing those faint footprints, and I'm 

getting closer. There are many other writers out here with me, and they keep me 

company. We're all on the same journey, the quest for the grail of self-realization. 

The key to the kingdom, most good writers will tell you, is characterization. If a 

writer is successful at characterization, he or she will allow the reader to see some 

element of the character's humanity, no matter how loathsome his (or her) actions may 

be. Through the process of making a character come to life, through endowing them with 



human strengths and weaknesses, the author often finds that the dualities and 

contradictions of the human soul are revealed. This is the challenge for me as a writer, to 

somehow illuminate the complexities of personality, to subdue the demons of 

ambivalence and ambiguity that compose the experience of life. Writing then, when it is 

siphoned down to its essential essence, is a process of naming and creating. 

Lorrie Moore, in her essay "Better and Sicker," explains that writing is a 

metaphor for the creation myth. She describes it this way: 

What writers do is workmanlike: tenacious, skilled labour. That we know. But it 

is also mysterious. And the mystery involved in the act of creating a narrative is 

attached to the mysteries of life itself.. .we are God's dream, God's characters; 

. . . literary fiction is God's compulsion handed down to us, an echo, a 

diminishment, but something we are made to do in imitation, perhaps even in 

honour, of that original creation, and made to do in understanding of what flimsy 

vapours we all are—though also how heartbreaking and amusing. (Heffron 183) 

Sometimes though, naming is not enough. Sometimes writers fashion their own personal 

reality. This is the seductive appeal that makes the isolation and rejection somewhat 

easier to bear for most writers. If our lives, our pasts, are not as we wish them to be, we 

can make up new ones. And we do. If our parents were not what we would have 

imagined, as writers, we can generate new ones. But we have to be careful in that process 



of regeneration, that the characters we "birth" are believable and worthy of the reader's 

empathy. 

Janet Peery, National Book award finalist, and author of Alligator Dance and 

River Beyond the World, has much to say on this subject, and I have characterized her 

viewpoint as an appeal for "honest fiction." Peery says that the worst crime a writer can 

commit is lying to the reader. The temptation to do it is strong, she says, because people 

"always want to be lied to about the possibility of final happiness, certainly for happiness 

in love" (Interview 74). Peery is a writer who embodies in her work the empathy and 

depth that are essential to me, both as a reader and a writer. The hallmarks of her writing 

are the deceptively simple prose style and the wonderfully apt way she has of capturing 

dialogue and scene in brief splashes of narrative that illuminate the unspoken depths of 

the story. There is a quality of human compassion that comes through in her work that is 

uplifting without being cloying, an element that illuminates the human condition in a way 

that we as readers can internalize as a tool for interpreting the world. The following 

example (a woman is speaking at her former employer's funeral) illustrates her gift for 

detailing those small moments in life that forever change us: 

When she could finally speak, she blurted, "she was so mean to me." 

No one spoke. In the kitchen, after the clank of a pot and the rattle of 

flatware in a pan, even the volunteer servers were silent, and it seemed 

the afternoon stood still to honor the knowledge that for certain hurts—those 



gone beyond apology and time and reason, those which cleave to bone—the 

only help for them is to say they happened. 

At last Raleigh stepped forward and took her hand and said the words that made 

things right between them. "Yes," he said, "she was." (River 285) 

A simple moment, but one that has much emotional intensity. It is this 

compassion and understanding that Peery has for her characters and the human condition, 

that make her work so rich. It is the type of characterization that I hope someday to 

emulate in my writing. 

Most of my stories deal with people who have been marginalized, people who 

have been disconnected from the normal flow of events that we characterize as living. 

My interest in writing about these people was fostered by the real-life dramas of 

exclusion that I see happening every day—dramas that are always painful, and sometimes 

tragic. Sometimes they are dramas that are played out on television screens across the 

country; sometimes they are the quiet desperation of the lonely man next door. My goal 

in writing about these people—people like Shirley, and Lila, and Bill, and the little girl 

whose death brought them all together into such a tragic communion—is to expose their 

humanity, to make their seemingly bizarre behavior more understandable. 

Stories are sometimes a way of telling secrets—secrets about ourselves and 

people we know—without having to admit that they are secrets. This desire for truth-
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telling, for the uncovering of secrets, is addressed by Bonnie Friedman in her essay, 

"Your Mother's Passions, Your Sister's Woes: Writing About the Living": 

The force of the forbidden draws us. We want its power. We want to use it for our 

work. We also long to understand the unarticulated, our own most potent reality 

not yet structured by words. For in fact the secrets we most want to understand are 

not secrets at all; they are nothing hidden so much as not yet discovered. They are 

what has been there all along, not furtively denied so much as never consciously 

noticed. (Heffron 42) 

In thinking about the form of a story cycle, a collection of linked stories such as 

the ones in this book, I've come to some conclusions about truth. The first conclusion is 

that the truth can never be known. We can, each of us, only tell the truth we know, as we 

know it. Sometimes we purposely lie, but most of the time we at least try to tell the truth, 

or some version of it. Tim O'Brien, in his remarkable collection, The Things They 

Carried, says that if a story matters enough to you to make you ask, "Is it true?" then, in 

his words, "You've got your answer," {Carried 89). In other words, if a story has some 

universal truth to it, some archetypal resonance, then the answer to the question, "Is it 

true?" is yes. 
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Does that assuage our curiosity, our desire to know whether it really happened? 

For me, it doesn't, not completely. But that is something that fiction does, when it really 

works. It makes the reader wonder about all the things that aren't really explained, all the 

detours and snags that could have taken the story in a different direction, and lead the 

reader ultimately back into herself. 

Margaret Atwood's Wilderness Tips is a collection of short stories that has this 

effect. "Death by Landscape" is the story in the collection that made me realize what it is 

that I want stories to do. It is about a teenage girl who vanishes in the woods during 

summer camp. She and her best friend have reached the summit of a mountain overlook 

and one of them goes behind some rocks to use the bathroom and is never seen again. 

There is a "shout," but "not a scream," and she is gone (Wilderness 112-13). She has 

vanished without a trace. There is no explanation; they look for her body and fail to find 

it. They look for clues to a planned disappearance and find none. The friend who was left 

behind is affected by the incident for the rest of her life—she has pictures on her walls of 

nature scenes that evoke memories of the girl's disappearance—they threaten to 

encompass her; she believes that somewhere in those pictures is the lost girl. 

The story has an eerie quality that draws the reader into it, much like the pictures 

on the wall—it answers no questions, but constantly poses new ones. I was enthralled by 

a story that could so thoroughly provoke and involve me in its fictional world; it had a 

profound effect on me. I wanted to be able to write stories that would evoke that 
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response—stories that make you think and that provoke discussion, stories that have such 

a real world of people and events that the reader becomes part of that world. Atwood 

makes the reader realize that truth is sometimes hiding behind the treetops or lurking in 

the shadows behind rocks. Truth is not always a simple matter. 

Questions of truth can't be solved as easily as saying, "Yes, this is a true story." 

True to whom? And why did the writer choose those events and characters to tell the 

story? Why did they relate this dialogue and not that one? How does the author know 

what the character was thinking? The story might be the author's version of truth, but if it 

were written from an alternate perspective (perhaps from a son or daughter's point of 

view, or maybe a nosy neighbor's), the situation would be seen quite differently. 

This idea of compromised subjectivity is what led to the structure of the narrative 

in Theories of Relativity. The issue of point of view is critical. The situation is analyzed 

from the perspectives of various people involved with an event that impacts their lives in 

totally different ways: the rape and murder of a neighborhood child. The stories are their 

perception of truth, their perception of people and events. In one case—the daughter, 

Lila's story—there's no awareness that the event ever occurred, but her life is completely 

altered nevertheless, by events that happened when she was too young to understand 

them. Her brother Colin does remember, but he is so burdened by the weight of his 

knowledge that he leaves home to go to college and never returns. Shirley, the mother in 

the story, is so devastated by grief and humiliation that she becomes a recluse, shutting 
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herself away into a universe that feels safe and secure, but is potentially lethal. The man 

accused of the horrible crime, Bill, tells his story too, but can we believe him? Is the truth 

really there, hiding between the lines somewhere? Certainly there must be at least some 

version of the truth from a neighbor who knew both Shirley and Bill—they played cards 

together, after all. But how much can he know, really? Then, for a real change of 

perspective, we get to see the events from the point of view of Rosie and King, two 

devoted rottweillers who speak the truth as they know it. And finally, the parents of the 

little girl who is killed tell their story. They tell of their anguish and heartbreak, their 

guilt, and their desire to know what they fear they will never know—what really 

happened to their daughter? 

Which of these stories is the true one? Or are they all true? Can there ever be a 

resolution, especially to events that happened so long ago? 

My way of telling these stories, I think, is a way of melding fact and fiction into 

some semblance of truth. Some of the events that occur in the stories are based on fact. 

There was a woman in my neighborhood who was a lot like Shirley. She had dogs. The 

rest is fiction, but fiction based on how I imagined the whole scenario might have come 

about. 

Tim O'Brien's In the Lake of the Woods is an example of the utilization of this 

technique in a novel form. In that book, O'Brien weaves in police reports, newspaper 

clippings, and various voices telling the story of the disappearance of a woman, a 
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disappearance that may or may not have been murder. It is a book that engages the reader 

in discovering the truth of the story through the various retellings. Readers will ultimately 

formulate their own version of the events that led to the disappearance of Kathy Wade, 

based on their own inherent prejudices and opinions. They will find their own way of 

combining truth and fiction to make it true for them. 

In the Lake of the Woods is the most recent novel to use a series of related stories 

and perspectives along with archival material (newspaper articles, interviews, etc.) to 

illuminate the depths of truth in a novel; but it is not a new form. Louise Erdrich used it 

in Love Medicine, and even in nineteenth century novels like Wuthering Heights, 

Dracula, and The Woman in White, the technique was utilized. Margot Livesey, in her 

essay "How to Tell a True Story" relates that "interlocking narrators, diaries found in 

locked boxes, death-bed confessions and, of course, letters" were used to enhance these 

narratives, and others (Heffron 74). 

I promised you some conclusions about truth, so here's another one—truth is a 

constantly evolving process that can never be completely realized. As the characters in all 

these vignettes illustrate, the truth is only knowable to the degree that the person 

experiencing the event knows it. Lila, for instance, knows nothing about the events of 

thirty years ago, yet she is still very much affected by it. Shirley knows much more, but 

her version of the truth is filtered through the perspective of her husband Bill's 

recounting of events. The murdered girl's parents probably know the least about what 
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happened, and because of what they don't know, they are tortured the most. Bill could 

probably come closest to knowing the truth of the situation, but he is dead and his truth is 

buried with him. 

A Freudian analysis of this work would certainly say that these stories are a way 

of symbolically connecting these two missing little girls. I can't argue with that. The way 

the stories came about—through a back door of consciousness, lends credence to that 

assumption. Here's what Freud had to say in "Creative Writers and Day Dreaming," 

about the way stories (and novels) are made: 

The author sits inside his mind, [the protagonist's] as it were, and looks at the 

other characters from outside. The psychological novel in general no doubt owes 

its special nature to the inclination of the modern writer to split up his ego, by 

self-observation, into many part-egos, and in consequence, to personify the 

conflicting currents of his own mental life in several heroes. (Gay 441) 

That description sounds familiar to me. The first story I wrote was the one about the 

dogs, a story that I envisioned as a single story, utilizing an interesting point of view. The 

dogs led me to write about Shirley, and through Shirley to Lila. By then I knew that there 

was more that needed to be told, and so I decided to put in the father and the son, Colin. 

It wasn't until much later that I decided the slain child's parents had to be part of the 

picture too. And what about Brittany herself? Do I tell her story, too? In this case, I chose 
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not to. I chose to tell the story around her, to tell everything that could be told without 

her, because, as I said earlier, the truth can never be fully known. 

This brings me back, of course, to the first missing girl that I talked about in the 

introduction. In her case, the events leading to her disappearance were certainly not as 

traumatic as Brittany's death in my story. She just walked off one day and was gone. Her 

absence was acutely felt, but because of the nature of her disappearance, she was never 

really mourned. The death of Brittany, in my story, is a psychic wound that rips apart the 

lives of everyone around her. Her death is mourned and punished. 

I wish that I could tell you that my little girl has been rightly reconciled to her 

place as creative muse and self-confident defender, and that all is right with the world. 

Unfortunately, that's not entirely true. I have learned that if I'm quiet enough I can 

sometimes hear her whisper to me the things I need to know—and sometimes the 

questions I need to answer for myself. But she's a stubbornly peculiar type of little girl. 

She likes to be by herself a lot, and hates noise and crowds. She likes to get her feet dirty 

walking down dirt roads and swinging in her favorite swing in the bois d'arc tree much 

better than she likes sitting next to the computer and listening to it buzz. She gets fidgety 

when I try to make her sit still long enough to ask her all the questions I've been storing 

up for years. And she has no patience for earnest introspection; her truth is the truth of 
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childhood—unadorned, honest and uncontrived. She has a hard time seeing what all the 

fuss is about in just telling the truth. She sometimes disappears just as I'm about to get 

down to what I think is the most important part of whatever it is I'm writing. 

So I don't see nearly enough of her. She pops in now and then when I'm writing 

about something she's interested in, especially those things that happened years ago that 

she remembers so well. I sometimes get confused about the details and she straightens 

me out, but for the most part, she doesn't have much patience with this writing business. 

And I'm learning that I can get along without her most of the time, time enough to let her 

wander those country roads and ride that big old Huffy bicycle that she likes to tear 

around on. Sometimes after a long day playing in the sunshine she comes in and sits next 

to my chair and talks to me. It's then that she tells me the stories about the places she's 

been and the people she's met. Sometimes she helps me sort things out. But she's not the 

muse I once thought she was. She's just a little girl who wandered off one day, looking 

for adventure. She found some, and then somewhere along the way, our paths were 

rejoined, and she found me. 

She's helped me to reconcile some of that anger I used to have by giving me the 

benefit of her honest perspective, just when it's needed the most. She sometimes shows 

up as a character in some of my stories, and she's pretty pleased about that. She likes to 

be noticed. But most of all, she likes it when people listen 
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This book is a work of fiction. Although Shirley and 
the dogs did exist—in another time and another 
place—all the names and incidents have been 
imagined. 

Truth is a slippery slope, and you won't find it 
here—in the details of this story. If you read between 
the lines, however, maybe you will find what you 
might call your own version of truth. 
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Shirley 

They came in the middle of the night to arrest Bill because they liked to terrorize 

people. That was the thing she remembered anyway, the absolute helplessness and fear 

that had paralyzed her into a stupor of awkwardness and ignorance. It had been thirty 

years now, but the details of that night were etched in her brain with the perfect clarity of 

an acid wash on stone; the shame and confusion written indelibly in her memory. No 

matter how hard she tried to forget, it was always there, whispering, reminding. 

Especially when she tried to sleep—it was then that her memory most betrayed her, 

offering up small details, like alms, from the maze of jumbled ridges in her brain. 

At first, the pounding on the front door was part of the landscape of her dreams. 

She was dreaming of the old two-story house that was a phantom presence in her 

dreams—huge and immense. It was, or had been, a white southern colonial, but was now 

in an advanced stage of neglect. The paint was peeling and the porch was starting to sag, 

but the house held a secret, something she needed to remember. She could never figure 

out the dream's elliptical message or the meaning of the cloudy images that swirled 

around her like ghosts. The dream always left her feeling empty, desolate. She was in the 

giant upstairs hallway, with rooms on either side like in a cavernous hotel, looking for 

who or what, she never knew, when she heard the pounding. She had thought she was all 
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alone here in the vacant house, and now, lurching upright in bed like some vision of a 

corpse arising from the grave, she was frightened into wakefulness. 

It was three-fifteen in the morning, according to the alarm that glowed neon green 

in the total darkness of their bedroom. She grabbed Bill's arm and shook him violently. 

"Someone's pounding on the front door," she said, her voice hoarse with alarm. He was 

awake now, and grabbed for his pants on the chair next to the bed. 

They were pounding so hard that she could feel the shaking as she followed 

behind Bill down the ceramic tile entry to the front door. Looking out the small peep-

hole window in the door, Shirley saw three men huddled on their front porch. At first 

they were just shadows, but finally the porch light illuminated them enough to see that 

they were policemen. She took a deep breath and relaxed slightly—at least it wasn't 

someone trying to break in. But what do policemen come in the middle of the night to tell 

you? Had someone died? 

Two of the cops were young-looking and nervous, crossing and uncrossing their 

arms and swaying their weight back and forth from one side to another, the way you do 

when your shoes are too tight. The one in charge though, had that menacing predatory 

look of an aging has-been football player—always eager to make someone the focus of 

his unresolved rage. He was middle-aged with a pot belly that looked like a punching bag 

and hooded eyes that darted around like a lizard hunting dinner. 
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As soon as Bill opened the door, the policemen charged him and wrestled his 

arms behind his back. Bill was trying to speak, but it seemed that the words couldn't 

make the transition from his vocal cords to his mouth. He just stood there, gaping at 

them, his jaw slack and useless, his eyes wide with panic, or was it amazement? She 

couldn't be sure. They showed Bill the arrest warrant and put him in handcuffs before 

she had time to realize the enormity of what was going on. As he stood there in his baggy 

boxers, with the old blue bathrobe hanging from one shoulder and his hands cuffed 

behind him, he looked pathetically surreal, like a child's hastily wrapped package done 

up in newspaper under a fancy Christmas tree. He was groggy, blinking from the 

unaccustomed bright light of the front hallway, and his hair was rumpled on top and flat 

on one side. 

Shirley's brain was scrambling wildly to make some sense of the situation, trying 

to deal with a reality that was totally foreign to her, except for what she had seen in TV 

shows. She thought of the kids, sleeping soundly in their bedrooms. She was afraid they 

would wake up and see their father handcuffed and being dragged off to jail. Surely they 

couldn't be planning to take him to jail—not dressed in his bathrobe. 

She was thinking, stupidly, about whether she should ask them to come in and sit 

down. Maybe if they were polite, they could get this straightened out before it got too 

complicated. She could offer them some coffee maybe, they could sit and talk for a few 
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minutes and figure out what the mix-up was, then eveiything would be okay again. But 

she never got a chance to offer them coffee, and things were never okay again. 

She remembered what she had finally asked them, as they were opening the front 

door to take him to the squad car. They had ignored her questions at first, in their haste to 

make sure her sleepy but compliant husband didn't make a run for it. "Why are you 

taking my husband to jail? What is he charged with?" she had asked. 

The big one, the presumed ex-jock, looked her over as if she were a prostitute, 

those flinty blue eyes probing her once again, with malice. "Do you know the Pritchett 

girl down the street?" he asked. 

She nodded. Brittany was about six years old and was out in the yard playing 

with the neighborhood kids every afternoon. 

"When did you see her last?" he inquired. 

She tried to remember what had been going on yesterday, but it was all a blank in 

her head. Everything was blank except this moment. "This morning, I think." 

His eyes were like hard glass as he said, "You couldn't have. She was dead by 

yesterday afternoon, strangled with a jump rope." Those eyes bore into her as he 

continued, "There's an eye witness says she saw your husband talking with Brittany 

shortly before she disappeared and that he had something in his hand that he was offering 

her—something that looked like a jump rope, according to her." 
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Shirley felt the moorings of her life slip away at that moment, knowing that she 

would be treading water from now on. She was adrift on a wide ocean with not even a 

star in the black sky to guide her. 
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Bill 

Transcript of Police Interview with Bill Jemison, March 18,1965,8:00 A.M. 

Interrogator: Robert Newley 

Suspect's Physical Description: 

Age: 31 

Height: 6' 

Weight: 170 

Hair: Dark Brown 

Distinguishing Characteristics: No tattoos or scars. Small mole near right eyebrow. Red 

birthmark, back of neck at hairline, heart shaped. 

Fingerprints: On file 

Officer Newley: Mr. Jemison, what do you do for a living? 

Jemison\ I work at Humble, at the refinery. 

Officer Newley: How long have you lived in Houston: 
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Jemison: All my life. 

Officer Newley: Mr. Jemison, you knew the Pritchett girl, didn't you? 

Jemison: Yes, I knew her, sort of. She lived down the street. 

Newley: And did you see her the day of March 16? 

Jemison: Yes, I saw her. Spoke to her for a moment. She came by when I was out in the 

yard, watering. 

Newley: What did you say to her? 

Jemison: Oh, I just said "hi." Asked her where she was going. She said she was going to 

a friend's. 

Newley: Did you think there was anything strange about that? 
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Jemison. Well, I didn't see her outside her yard much, but I thought maybe her folks 

figured she was old enough, now. Some of the other kids in the neighborhood wander 

around by themselves, not much older than her. 

Newley: What did you say after she told you she was going to see a friend? 

Jemison: I just said, "Have fun then"—or something like that. 

Newley: Did you offer her anything? There's a neighbor says she saw you handing her a 

jump rope. Did you have anything like that in your hand? 

Jemision: No, I didn't offer her anything. I just had the water hose in my hand. 

Newley: Mr. Jemison, have you ever had sex with a child? 

(Sound of chair scraping, someone clearing his throat loudly.) 

Jemison. What kind of question is that? I'm not a pervert! I told you I had nothing to do 

with this! 
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Newley: So, the answer is "no." Is that right? 

Jemison. No . . . I mean—yes! 

Newley: Ever buy pornographic pictures of kids? 

Jemison: No. 

Newley: What about those pictures in your closet? 

Jemison: Those aren't pictures of kids, and most of 'em are so old I don't remember 

what's in 'em. Just Playboys and stuff... 

Newley: There is a photo spread in one of them called "First Blush," do you remember 

that one? 

Jemison. No. 

Newley: Well let me refresh your memory. It's two girls together, very young, and 

they're posing nude. Lots of scarves and hats, that kid of thing. Remember that? 
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Jemison: The only thing I can think of like that might be some of David Hamilton's stuff. 

There might be a spread of some of his stuff in one of those magazines. 

Newley: So you do remember it? 

Jemison. Just barely. But those girls weren't kids. 

Newley: They look to be about thirteen. Young enough for the photographer to be 

accused of corrupting minors. 

Jemison: They're innocent pictures. They don't show anything. 

Newley: They show their breasts, and just about everything else. But not quite as much as 

some of those other magazines, huh? Maybe you wanted to see a little more? For art's 

sake? 

Jemison. I told you, I barely remember those. 

Newley: How about Brittany Pritchett? Do you remember her? 



30 

Jemison: Yes, I remember her. But I can't tell you anything else. 

Newley: Well, maybe you can tell us about your divorce, Mr. Jemison. From your first 

wife, Irene. Can you tell us about that? Can you tell us why you weren't granted visitation 

rights in the divorce? Wasn't there something your wife said about not wanting to leave 

your daughter alone with you? 

Jemison: Yes.... But it wasn't anything like this. 

Newley: What was it then? 

Jemison: She just said all that to get back at me. She hated me for asking for a divorce. 

She wanted to see me suffer. 

Newley: And the judge believed her? 

Jemtsion: I guess so. 
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Newley: It says here that you were not granted visitation rights due to "erratic emotional 

states, sometimes violent." Does that sound right to you, Mr. Jemison. 

Jemison: Yes, that's what they said, I think. 

Newley: I just have one more question for you, Mr. Jemison. Did you kill Brittany 

Pritchett? 

Jemison. I'm not going to say anything else until I get a lawyer. 

Newley: Just one more question, Mr. Jemison. Did you kill her? 

Jemison: (No answer.) 

Interview concluded. 
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Shirley 

That was then, and this was now, and where she found herself now was in a cheap 

motel in the middle of summer, in the middle of nowhere. Nowhere, that is, you'd want 

to be. The Days Inn Town Centre, where she stood preparing her drink, was next door to 

a Kentucky Fried Chicken and so close to Houston's Central Expressway that you could 

smell the car exhaust and hear the drone of the cars as they hurtled by on their way to 

soccer games, grocery shopping, and other important matters of suburban existence. 

Some of them were on their way to Galveston for the weekend, of course. 

That was where Shirley had wanted to stay, but couldn't afford it. Rooms there 

started around a hundred a night, and here at the "Centre," the weekend rate was only 

$49. Galveston, with her sandy beaches and stately Victorian architecture was the oldest 

of the diamonds in the Texas coast crown, but her charms were still tantalizing. Her 

beaches didn't compare to those of Padre Island, or even Port Aransas, near Corpus, but 

she had the attraction of being closer to the big cities than any of the others. Shirley 

figured she could write all day and then go to the beach in the late afternoon, after all the 

hard bodies had gone home. She wouldn't dare to wear a bathing suit, but she could put 

on some shorts and her new XXLarge tee shirt and find a quiet spot, away from everyone. 

Or at least, that was the way she had planned it . 
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So here she was, in this dump on the outskirts of town. It wasn't much, but at 

least she was away from the distractions of home. She didn't really mind the traffic so 

much; she liked to watch the cars all buzzing by in their race to squeeze in a few more 

errands, to do everything faster and faster, to get to tomorrow before today was even 

over. They were like ants in an ant colony she had had when she was a kid. Fun to watch 

sometimes, and mildly entertaining, but frenetic in their sad desperation. 

She had dropped out of that chaos and confusion years ago, and the world seemed 

to get along just fine without her. But she had her rituals to remind her that she was still 

part of the human race. She had brought her favorite glass, the heavy one with the 

flowers around the rim. The weight of it, the way it fit in her hand, were all part of the 

alchemy of turning reality into possibility. The glass was edged with cut crystal-like 

squares near the lip, and she liked to rub them with her fingers as she contemplated the 

way things had turned out, the way things had veered off so inexplicably from how she 

had thought they would be. 

She tried to avoid looking at her hands as she traced the edge of her glass. They 

were a constant embarrassment to her—red and swollen, like a workman's hands—the 

fingernails chewed to bloody ragged stubs. She cringed at the sight of them, as she 

measured the cheap rum into the large white thimble of the bottle cap. One shimmering 

capful, all the way to the brim, then another, measuring it as carefully as a mother 

dispensing cough medicine. The ice cracked like glaciers shifting as the rum cascaded 
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over the icy boulders. It shimmered hypnotically in the glass, a mirage of hope and 

redemption. 

She sank into the overstuffed chair, the pylons of her sturdy legs collapsing 

underneath her. The chair made a baleful cracking sound as her weight shifted on the 

wooden frame. She was a big woman, six feet tall and over three hundred pounds, but 

"she could get around as well as anyone else," she would tell you, if you happened to 

take note of her ungainly struggles with car doors, low slung couches, and narrow 

dressing rooms. As she savored the first sip of her drink, with a drag on her cigarette, she 

pushed the limp gray strands of an overgrown pageboy off her face. A satisfying groan 

escaped as the tightness in her body was released with the expelled breath. 

She looked into the mirror on the dresser across from the bed, studying her image 

in the tablecloth-sized denim dress and dirty gray tennis shoes. Her daughter Lila was 

always trying to get her to lose weight, to exercise, but she hated exercise, and food 

seemed to be her only pleasure these last few years, food, and her "night caps" every 

evening. As she stared at her reflection in the mirror, the ordinary arrangement of her 

features was erased; and instead of the puffy face with the brackish, ferret-like eyes that 

usually taunted her, she saw her face the way it used to be—when she had still been 

pretty—when men had looked at her and whistled. When she had met Bill, all those 

years ago. 
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Bill had always been handsome in a slender, intense kind of way. Not quite as 

tall as she, and weighing a few pounds less, even then. She remembered the solid 

muscles of his shoulders and his flat stomach with its thatch of silky smooth black hair— 

she had loved to smooth that silky hair on his stomach, following the slope of it 

downward, her hand cupping his hardness, shielding it like something delicate, 

something rare. But she remembered his hands most of all, his beautiful perfectly shaped 

hands that caressed her with firm, sensuous strokes, like a sculptor shaping clay. Back 

then, her body had been slim, and when Bill had made love to her she had felt as is they 

were melding together, forming new flesh and bone, a new skin that encompassed them 

both. 

She took a second sip and rolled the searing, cleansing liquid around her mouth 

and tongue, hungrily. She felt the warm tingling creep up from her stomach into her 

chest and spread out over her arms and up to her scalp. She hadn't had a drink for a few 

days, only the pills for her nerves, and for the first time in a long while she could feel it; 

the hair on her arms standing on end and her scalp tingling, the slow warmth covering her 

gently like a soft blanket. She wished it could go on like this forever, but it never did. 

The rest of the bottle was always a waste, it ne ver gave her this warm glow, though 

sometimes it prolonged the sensation for a little while longer. 

Just one drink to help her get started, then she would go down to the Texas Star 

Cafe and have dinner like a normal person. She would order herself a steak and a glass of 
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wine and if they stared at her like they usually did, they could all just go quietly to hell; 

she would just ignore them. If she could just get a couple of chapters done on her novel— 

the story that kept her up nights trying to get told—if she could just get started, it would 

have a life of its own. Then she could lead the life she was meant to lead. 

She had a plan. She liked to daydream about what it would be like when it finally 

happened. She could imagine the shock on her coworker's faces as she told them that her 

novel was being published. "But Shirley, we didn't know you were a writer!" Mabel and 

Margaret from down at the plant would say to one another—eyebrows raised slightly as 

they stared straight through her. She wouldn't let them get to her this time, though. She 

was just paying her dues. Just killing time until her book was published, then she could 

tell them all to kiss off when she got her first advance. Then she could quit that crappy 

job on the assembly line and live the life she had been meant to live. Sometimes the 

sweet fantasy of this imagined victory was all that kept her going. 

She sat down in front of the old word processor she had bought at the pawn shop. 

She stared at the white square that marked the page on the screen as the cursor blinked 

relentlessly on the blank page. Just a paragraph or two, that \s all I need, she thought. 

Scenes flashed in her head, illuminated like slides on a bare wall, but there was no 

continuity. They were all mixed up, out of order. Where was the beginning? It was as if 

someone had taken the carefully arranged box of slides that made up her story, with its 

orderly sequence of events, and maliciously rearranged it, mixing it up just enough that 
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the sequences no longer linked together. The story was all there in her head, she had 

lived it for God's sake. She was the only one who really knew what happened, she had 

kept it from Lila, and Colin... well Colin hadn't been back in twenty years or more. 

Shirley knew that Bill had hoped Colin would be strong and help her deal with all 

of it, but he had taken off for Austin when he graduated and hadn't been back since. He 

wrote a few letters at first, but for the last ten years she hadn't even gotten a Christmas 

card. 

An hour later, the processor whirred to a stop with an audible "ka-thunk" as she 

poured herself another drink, this one altogether less restrained. A large splash of rum 

halfway filled the glass as she topped it off with Coke and drank it down in a couple of 

gulps. She pulled on her best pink wool coat as she picked up her purse and walked out 

of the room into the heat of the mid-summer Texas sun. 
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The Dogs 

The dogs were hungry. THE WOMAN hadn't been back to feed them for two 

days and nights and they were starting to get desperate. They surveyed the squirrels 

outside in the back yard, and as the day wore on, the idea of grabbing one of the fuzzy 

tree rats and eating it whole was beginning to sound more and more like a good idea. It 

would mean breaking that big window by the back door to get at them, and they weren't 

too keen on that idea, but if THE WOMAN didn't come back soon that was what they 

were going to have to do. Rosie kept trying to distract King from the window with a 

playful nip here and there or by swaggering her bobbed tail between him and the 

window, but he just kept staring through her, focusing on the huge expanse of green 

outside the window. She could tell by his frantic pacing that her feminine wiles wouldn't 

keep him from his growling stomach much longer. 

They had already eaten all the leftovers off the plates on the kitchen counter, 

after scattering the cockroaches to get at them. Sometimes those big brown ones could 

get pretty aggressive, and on occasion, would pull themselves up like they were on 

stilts and hiss at the dogs, sometimes jumping right into their faces if they were feeling 

really kamikaze—but not for long. When two ninety pound rottweilers lunged at them 

with those giant paws and mangling jaws the roaches knew it was time to get out of 

town. They scurried in brown waves across the floor and back into their favorite hiding 
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places—the kitchen, the bathrooms, and under the sofa in the living room. The dogs 

despised the cockroaches and defended their territory with a vicious alacrity. 

They tried to be careful, but they were not known for their gracefulness, and 

sometimes a few plates got broken. THE WOMAN never yelled at them for this though, 

she just patted them absently on the head when she returned from wherever she had been, 

as though she had just been out shopping. They always forgave her forgetfulness of them 

and would cover her hand with their sloppy wet slurps and licks and wag their big rear 

ends with their bobbed tails like puppies on Christmas morning. 

This time she had been gone a long time. The dishes from the last few weeks 

were piled all over the kitchen counters and the table in the dining room. They had 

reached critical mass in the last few days—mounds of dirty dishes everywhere—and 

now there were no longer any dishes to be dirtied. That might explain THE WOMAN'S 

absence. Sometimes she bought meat wrapped in paper and came home and ate it in the 

living room in front of the TV. Maybe this explained where she was now. 

She hardly ever gave them any of this special paper-wrapped food but she left the 

wrappers lying all over the house. They would lick it and tear it into confetti-like pieces 

trying to find the source of the enticing aromas. Usually they were left to fend for 

themselves, when it came to real food, from the dinner plates lying around on the table 

and the scraps of leftovers that she sometimes remembered to put in their bowls. But this 

time there were no scraps, and not even any of the awful dried food that she usually kept 
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in their big bowl in the kitchen. That food tasted like dirt, but at least it kept away that 

awful empty feeling, that empty feeling that was gnawing at them right now. King paced, 

and Rosie diligently followed, but they knew they were going to have to do something. 

The food situation was bad, but the water situation was getting critical. They had been 

without water in their bowls for a week now, and they had been getting by like they 

always did, by drinking out of the toilet. Now it was getting low in the greenish gray 

bowl, and they were getting nervous. 

Surely THE WOMAN would come back soon and bring food and water and let 

them go outside to roll in the grass and chase the stupid squirrels. If she didn't, they were 

going to have to do something drastic. 
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Lila 

I wonder if she '11 be drunk or stoned when I get there, thought Lila as she sat 

behind the wheel of her aging Honda. Her face was strained and yet somehow exotic, her 

eyes deep brown, almost black, and her coloring dark, like her father's. Her mouth had a 

tightness around it that hinted of sleep disturbed by clenched jaws and the grinding of 

teeth. She looked about thirty-five, that age that is still holding on to pretty but fading 

fast, the look that mothers get when they've chased kids around for a few years. She was 

dressed in perfectly fitted jeans, starched and ironed from the cleaners, with a crisp white 

shirt and snow-white tennis shoes. Lila's appearance, in fact, gave the impression of a 

studied attempt at being the antithesis of her m other. 

The last time she had been to the house she hadn't been able to get much sense 

out of the disoriented woman who used to be her mother. It was getting worse, she knew, 

but she tried to stay as far away as she could from the spiraling orbit of filth and 

confusion that her mother had been sucked into. She hardly ever went inside anymore. 

She would knock on the door and eventually Shirley would come, usually with a drink in 

her hand. She would stand there sipping it while Lila asked all the required questions. 

Her mother would make her usual excuse about the house being a mess or the air-

conditioning being out, and Lila would accept it, not being too pushy about coming 

inside. The last time she had insisted, it had smelled like something dead in there. 
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Roaches and flies had crawled and buzzed around her, and dog hair had covered the few 

remaining places on the aging Naugahyde couch that weren't occupied by trash, junk and 

dirty clothes. 

She had fled the filth and despair that day with a desperation born of self-

preservation. She imagined the filth permeating her clothes and hair, and like a drug 

induced hallucination that wouldn't go away, the image of roaches crawling on her skin 

and in her hair was etched in her mind. She went home and took a blazing, hot shower 

and decided never to set foot in the house again. She would go by every now and then out 

of a sense of responsibility, but she would never go inside again. 

Her mother had never been much of a housekeeper after Lila's father had died 

when she was a kid, but she had definitely taken a turn for the worse in the last couple of 

years. Shirley had always been a drinker, but she had managed to keep her job and hadn't 

been arrested yet, so it could be worse. Lila didn't want to think about exactly what 

worse could be. 

She had gotten away from home when she was seventeen by moving in with her 

best friend. Her friend's folks knew what it was like at her house and she had practically 

lived with them anyway, since junior high school. Her mother hadn't said much about it; 

she was probably happy to be alone with her bottle at last. Then Lila had gone to school 

at the state college and moved out of town. It had been an escape she had plotted ever 
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since fourth grade. Her brother Colin had done much the same. He had taken off years 

ago, and in all this time he had never been back. 

She remembered what it had felt like to finally get away—it was like making it to 

the surface and filling her lungs with air after being tied to a huge boulder slowly sinking 

to the bottom of the ocean. 

Those years that she had been gone were great, but now she was back home and 

married with kids of her own. She kept in touch with her mother as little as her 

conscience would allow, but she tried to check in every couple of weeks. Usually she 

called, but she came by once in awhile just to see if the place was still standing. So far it 

was, but just barely. 

Her mother didn't seem to be at home. She knocked for two or three minutes, 

baking in the Texas sun on the front porch—but no answer. Houston's humid blanket of 

steam pressed down on her until she could feel the sweat rolling down her chest and into 

her bra. The dogs were going crazy as usual, barking and lunging against the front door, 

but her mother's slow, lumbering shadow never appeared in the small pane of the front 

door. Oh well, off the hook for another day or so, she thought. I'll call her later this 

weekend. She walked quickly to her car, her movements graceful and determined, 

anxious to make her getaway. She looked almost feline as she maneuvered lithely behind 

the wheel, her sunglasses like black animal eyes, surveying the terrain. 
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The Dogs 

King was lying on the cool tiles of the front hall, his favorite sentry position. The 

tiles were smooth and soothing, and he could hear every movement outside with a clarity 

that would amaze most humans. For instance, even though he was sleeping fitfully at the 

moment, he was aware on some level that three houses down, that mean-sounding man 

with the yapping poodle was getting into his big machine with the tall front seat to go 

somewhere. {Boy, would he love to get his jaws around that yapping little poodle!) He 

was also aware that the lady next door was putting out those plastic bags full of chicken 

bones and moldy cheese that he loved so much. He had been known to savor a few of 

these delicacies on his frequent neighborhood prowls, when he was able to squeeze 

around the woman's legs and run outside. It was the pungent smell of that cheese in his 

dream that finally stirred him to a fitful wakefulness—that, and the sound of the water 

dripping in the bathtub, calling him to linger awhile at the porcelain creek bed, hoping to 

catch a few of the elusive drops before they rolled effortlessly down the unforgiving 

drain. 

Rosie was lying next to King as always, and had been dreaming of splashing in 

that giant puddle THE WOMAN had taken them to once, a long time ago. There was 

water as far as you could see and she let them get in and swim around. They didn't know 

what swimming was, but as soon as their feet lost their muddy anchors they knew what to 
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do. They splashed and chased each other until THE WOMAN finally quit throwing the 

little round ball attached to the plastic pole. They had tried to retrieve it for her a couple 

of times, but this had only earned them the frightening sound of THE WOMAN'S loud 

voice and a pelting with stones from the muddy shore. Rosie whined occasionally as she 

dreamed, a whine that sounded more like a puppy than the full-grown dog she was. She 

heard King stir and the soft padding of his feet on the smooth tiles. She roused herself to 

follow him, as she always did, hoping he would know where to go to find food and water 

this time. 

He was at the window again and she could tell by his frenzied pacing what he was 

about to do. She knew there was no way to stop him. The smell of fear was in the air 

like a heady perfume. THE WOMAN would yell at him in a terrible way when she got 

back and maybe even kick him like she did once before, when he broke one of her 

favorite glasses. There was no time to distract him with nuzzles and nips; he had that 

look in his eye that he got when he was chasing a squirrel. He was focused on his target 

and she could see from the outline of the muscles in his haunches that he was about to 

spring. She hung back in fear as the shadow of his powerful body lunged toward the 

window, a black shadow of dread. 

The glass broke with a sickening thud as big chunks fell to the floor and shattered 

onto the concrete patio. He had made it through—he had broken it and gotten outside to 

find food and water. She got to the window in time to see King stagger to his feet, 
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wobbly but whole. Blood was dripping into his eye from a cut on top of his head. There 

was more blood on his left flank, but he was still in one piece. He turned to look at her 

and she whimpered frantically. He just stared at her like he always did when he wanted 

her to do something. She was compelled to follow him by that unwavering look of 

confident urgency. She hesitated for only a moment. Her hunger and thirst empowered 

her with courage and gracefulness as her unwieldy body sailed through the window 

without a scratch. She was OUTSIDE, with the squirrels and the birds, and there was the 

water hose lying in a big grassy puddle like always near the back door. She joined King 

for a long, grateful drink of water as they pondered their newfound freedom. 
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Shirley 

The old brown Dodge pulled into the drive-way with a noisy clatter that heralded 

her arrival to the whole neighborhood. The damn belt's slipping again, Shirley thought as 

she lumbered out of the driver's side and gathered her purse and the profusion of papers 

and bags from the front seat It had been making that noise for weeks now, but she had no 

money to fix it. I'll bet the neighbors will be glad to see I'm back, she mumbled under 

her breath. They must have been bored with me gone for two days and nothing to talk 

about. It was Sunday night and she had to be at work in the morning, so she had lugged 

the heavy word processor back home. She had written a couple of pages after she went to 

dinner, but it had made no sense to her this morning. Another week-end wasted, she 

sighed, as she slogged toward the front door. The time was melting away from her in 

weekly increments, the future slowly disappearing into the past. 

As the key turned in the front lock she had a vague feeling of misgiving, but she 

couldn't quite put her finger on it. Something was wrong. Then, in a flash, she realized 

what it was. It's too quiet, she thought. Why aren't King and Rosie whining and 

scratching like they always do when my keys start jingling in the lock? She opened the 

door to the familiar smell of decay that lingered in the air, but an unaccustomed eerie 

quiet met her anxious calls and whistles. Oh, shit, what's happened? she fretted to herself 
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as she kicked the dirty clothes and papers out of the way. As she stepped into the den she 

realized instantly what they had done. 

There was a huge hole in the back window and blood was on the shards of glass 

that lay scattered like shiny raft boats across the sea of blue carpet. She rushed to the 

back door, but she knew with the dread of certainty that they were gone. The dogs had 

always been a source of physical comfort—their nuzzles and nips, the way they rubbed 

up against her to have their big rear-ends scratched—and now they were gone too. She 

could feel the walls of her carefully constructed fortress closing in on her. They '11 come 

for me now, and I'll be ready. Not like when they came for Bill. He wasn't ready. It 

wasn't his time and he fought it up to the last few hideous seconds. 

She remembered his face as they strapped him in, and the way he fought the 

restraints. It was an instant replay in her brain that played over and over again, 

relentlessly. I won't think about that now, she said to herself, I can't. She felt the images 

start to recede as she willed herself to remember the good times, the years before her life 

had been so irretrievably lost. She forced herself to think about the years when the kids 

were little. The years when life had still seemed worth living. 

He had been so good with the kids, especially Colin. Lila was a baby when it all 

happened, and had never known what had happened to her father. But Colin had known, 

he had been older, and he had kept the secret like a man, just like his father wanted him 

to. He would have done anything for his dad. The two of them had played together like 
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bear cubs, rolling on the ground, roughhousing and growling at each other with 

unselfconscious delight. 

There had been some good times, times when life had opened up before her like 

the petals of a flower, brilliant and luscious with the scent of promise. Times before all 

the accusations and lies. She remembered how back then, she would sometimes just lie 

back on her bed and imagine herself floating through the years, borne along with her 

husband and children, in the fragrant cocoon of those giant petals. But that was a long 

time ago, when she still had dreams of happiness. She knew now that happiness was not 

an option. She only wanted release from the pain. That time would come, it would be 

soon. 

As she lay on the bed with the pink candle burning on the night stand, she 

remembered how Bill used to always leave the lamp on in the hallway when they went to 

bed. "My night light," he would say, with the hint of a laugh, although she knew he was 

serious. Sometimes he would sleepwalk at night, and he liked to have the light on so he 

could find his way back when he awoke. She lay there remembering what it had been like 

when they first got married, before things had gone so horribly and unaccountably wrong. 

She tried to remember what it had felt like when he touched her—when they were young 

and he had loved her—when things had been the way she had imagined they would be. 
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Lila 

Lila let the phone ring twelve times as she counted, waiting patiently. Sometimes 

it took her mother a long time to get to it, now that she was so heavy. The phone rang and 

rang, the dull, muffled echo of it like a familiar voice in her head; like a voice on a worn 

out tape, indistinct, but insistent. Unconsciously, she strained to hear it. She lost track of 

the rings as she slipped into a momentary reverie, hearing that voice from years ago, that 

voice of her mother's she had been trying to ignore for so many years, that voice she was 

trying to escape. She remembered that night in high school when she had been so 

humiliated. It played out like an old home movie at time-warp speed on the screen behind 

her eyelids, that screen that flickered constantly in her head, flashing images from the 

past. She saw it now so clearly... 

It was a few minutes before twelve when Lila and Mark pulled up in front of the 

rambling white house with the huge front yard. As they parked in the driveway out front 

she noticed that her mother's light was still on in her bedroom. That was never a good 

sign. There would probably be an inquisition when she got inside. Ever since her brother 

had left, her mother had been worse. Her brother Colin said that she had been "operating 

on a low battery" ever since her father had died. Said that she "had been through a lot." 

But who hadn't? She had been just a kid, and never really knew all the details, but people 
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have to get a grip sometime don't they? Why couldn't she just be asleep, tonight of all 

nights? 

She glanced at her watch and at the front light, beaming like a sentinel on the 

wrap-around porch. She knew she ought to get inside soon, but just as she started to 

gather up her purse Mark turned off the engine and reached for her hand. The radio was 

still on, and "Unchained Melody," that song she loved so much by the Righteous 

Brothers was playing, the lead singer's voice so deep and smooth it reminded her of 

Southern Comfort and ice cream, hot and cold at the same time. Mark pulled her next to 

him and said, "Stay for just a few more minutes, just 'till the end of this song." 

She put her purse back down on the seat next to her as she sat there for a moment, 

unsure of what to do next. She was afraid to stay too long because her mother might 

come outside and that would be the end of everything. She knew that Mark would never 

understand what it was like to have a mother like hers. His mother was a secretary for a 

law firm somewhere and she went to PTA meetings, and she was nice to his friends. He 

would never understand what it was like. 

Mark put his arm around her possessively, and she buried her face in the crook 

between his shoulder and his chin. She was grateful for his quiet self-confidence. She 

could feel the rough growth of his beard, and the sweet smell of the starched collar of his 

oxford shirt. She could smell his familiar musky aftershave, combined with a fresh smell 

like peppermint, and knew it had to be the Irish Spring he'd showered with before 
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coming to pick her up. She lingered a moment on that image, the one of his suntanned 

brown skin under the shower with the water dripping down the small of his back, down 

his back and into that hollow between the muscular rounded rise of his hips, then down 

his thighs, along the smooth contours she had imagined a thousand times. 

He kissed her, covering her mouth with lips that were gentler than she had ever 

imagined a man's could be. His strong hands caressed the small of her back and she 

could feel the hardness of his shoulders as she leaned into him. His mouth tasted minty 

from the Certs she had seen him pop surreptitiously into his mouth as they were leaving 

the drive-in, minty and sensuously warm. For a moment her life seemed ripe and full of 

promise, like all the other girls she knew—and then it happened. 

She heard the front door slam as she pulled away from him to grab her purse. 

"I've gotta go," she said, desperately trying to extricate herself before her mother could 

make her way to the car. "Call me tomorrow," she said as she slid to the other side and 

yanked the car door open. But it was too late. 

Her mother was at the car already, yelling at her, and brandishing a fist at Mark 

in a banshee fury of rage. "Get your ass in this house now if you know what's good for 

you," she said to Lila, as she grabbed her by the arm and wrenched her from the car. Lila 

stumbled to her feet and tried to close the door, but her mother was too quick for her, 

even after half a quart of vodka. She stooped down to yell at Mark as he sat in the car, 

confused and bewildered. "Don't ever call here again," she said. "My daughter's not a 
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whore like those other girls you date." She slammed the car door as he gaped at her, his 

face awash in anger and confusion. Lila heard him yell that they hadn't been doing 

anything wrong. They were just sitting in the car. But it was too late, her mother had her 

by the arm, steering her across the lawn toward the porch. Finally, he started the car and 

drove off, peeling rubber as he left. She was grateful for that at least He wouldn't be a 

witness to her further humiliation—her mother's ridiculous accusations—and the clumsy, 

grotesque gyrations of her fat, disgusting body. 

Lila's hatred for her mother burned in her chest with a vengeance that made it 

impossible to breathe. She tried to suck fresh air into her lungs, but it was like breathing 

salt water as she felt herself pulled downward into the abyss that was her mother's rage. 

Some day she would be free of her, but for now she had to listen to her mother's ravings. 

For now. . . 

The phone was still ringing when she startled suddenly, like awakening abruptly 

from a dream. She had the phone in her hand, but couldn't remember why. Instantly, the 

past was washed away, clearing completely like a heavy rain cut from the windshield in 

watery waves. The memories trickled away as she suddenly remembered who she was 

calling. Her mother wasn't there. She would try later... much later. 
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The Parents 

(Release of transcript for inclusion in this book obtainedfrom Rob Pritchett, and Julie 

Sears, (formerly Julie Pritchett) May 1999. Both parents declined to be interviewed at 

the present time.) 

Transcript of statement from Rob Pritchett, father of Brittany Pritchett 

Made to social worker preceding the ten year anniversary of Brittany's death. 

March 15,1975 

It's been almost ten years now, and every time I talk about her I still get choked up. 

I've met people, in those grief counseling meetings, who can talk about their dead 

children so calmly, almost as if they weren't really dead, just away at college or 

something. I don't think I'll ever be that way, I wish I could, but even now, it seems like 

it happened just yesterday. 

My wife hates for me to say "dead." She likes to say we "lost" her. Lost her where? 

At the mall? If she's lost, maybe she'll come home. No, she's not lost, she's dead. 
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We don't have that hope to hang onto. Some of the parents at that group we used to go to, 

had children who had just disappeared. I don't think that would be any better. Never 

knowing what happened. Constantly waiting and worrying; hoping and dreading at the 

same time. That would tear me up even more. Not knowing what to feel. 

I appreciate you people trying to help, and all, but I don't think anyone can help. There's 

nothing anyone can say or do that will help, even a little bit. Believe me, we've heard it 

all. No matter what people say, they always say the wrong thing. It's not their fault. 

It's just the way it is. Counseling, therapy, whatever you want to call it, we tried it back 

then and it didn't help. Won't help now. It's just this constant pain we have to live with. 

For the rest of our lives. I know Julie wants me to try. I told her I would come at least 

once. But talking about it won't help. 

At least they found her body, found it right away, so we know she didn't suffer for long. 

Maybe not at all. That's the worst part, you know, imagining her suffering, needing us, 

and we weren't there. If the bastard had taken her off somewhere and tortured her for 

days before he killed her, I don't think I could have lived with that. When I play it over 

and over in my head, I imagine that he slipped the jump rope around her neck when she 

wasn't looking, and that he grabbed and twisted so hard it broke her neck right away. 

Does that sound sick? I know it does . . . but the other scenarios are so much worse. 
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I can't talk about them. What he might have done. 

She was only gone for an hour and a half before we found her. We were still thinking that 

she might have just gone to a friend's house or wandered off down to the park or 

something. Or I guess I was, Julie knew. 

She knew from the beginning that something was wrong, really wrong. I kept trying to 

calm her down, trying to tell her she was going to come wandering in any minute, and 

she wouldn't listen. She just kept pacing back and forth, crying, saying "I know it's bad. I 

know she didn't wander off. She wouldn't do that. Someone took her." I couldn't 

imagine that at first. I mean, she was in her own backyard, playing with the dog when 

Julie checked on her that last time. 

She blames herself, you know. That's nothing new is it? She was on the phone for about 

ten minutes she said, checked on her a couple of times, and when she got off the phone, 

Britty was gone. Just like that. 

Could she have opened the fence and gone out into the front yard? It's possible. She was 

six years old and knew how to open the gate. . . but we had warned her so many times to 

stay in the backyard. She had never done it before. 
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I had been meaning to put a lock on that gate, but hadn't gotten around to it. I wasn't 

worrying about Britty getting out, oddly enough. I was worrying about Smut. 

He's gotten out a time or two, and once we had to get him out of the pound. 

I had been meaning to lock it so that it wouldn't open except with the key. Then Britty 

would have had to come through the house, and Julie would have stopped her. 

If I had only taken the time to run up to the hardware store and do that one little thing, 

she would probably be here today. Getting ready to go out on dates and playing her music 

too loud. God, what I would give to listen to that loud music! To have a chance to teach 

her how to drive. Could haves, should haves, don't count for much do they? 

I think he heard her playing back there and talked her into coming with him somehow. 

Britty was so trusting. She never met a stranger. I guess that's my fault. I was always 

proud of her, showing her off, introducing her to people.The guy lived just a couple of 

houses down, so she knew him. Being an adult and all, he could have convinced her 

pretty easily I imagine. And he seemed like a nice guy. Always said "hello" when we saw 

him out in the yard. Kept his grass cut and the yard picked-up. Seemed like a regular guy. 

When they told us they had arrested him I was shocked, but later it all seemed to add up. 

After they told us all the details. Said they found some pornographic magazines in the 
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house and a bunch of camera equipment. No kiddie porn or anything, thank God, just the 

usual stuff. 

Thank God she wasn't raped. Didn't find any evidence of that. He may have planned to, 

but the police said it looked like he dumped her body in a hurry. And so close to the 

house. Just a few blocks away. Maybe he planned to and got scared. Maybe he heard the 

police cars. Anyway, thank God for that. 

Am I glad he's dead? You know, it doesn't really seem to matter that much. When they 

arrested someone I was glad to think that at least maybe we could find out why. But we 

never did. He never admitted it, never would give a confession. And then when they 

executed him, it didn't give me any peace of mind, like some people claimed it would. 

Sure I wondered if there was a possibility we had the wrong guy. But, you know, all I felt 

at the time was that somebody had to die for my little girl. Kind of like those human 

sacrifices in the Bible. Even if he wasn't the right guy, somebody had to die. It did make 

me feel a little better at the time, but it doesn't now. 

He's dead. She's dead. We're all dead. 

I really don't have anything more to say. Is the time up? 
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Transcript of statement from Julie Pritchett, mother of Brittany Pritchett. 

(Release obtained by author, May 1999.) 

March 15,1975 

Yes, I blame myself. Who wouldn't? 

I know that Rob says he's glad he knows what happened, but I don't believe him. I would 

trade knowing for not knowing in a second. At least then I would have some hope. I 

could still dream about her coming home one day. But I can't do that. I know she's never 

coming home. She's lying in a grave in that expensive casket we bought, probably just a 

tiny heap of bones by now. Sometimes I try to imagine what she must look like now, try 

to really gross myself out, see her face as it must be, decayed and sunken. It's a way of 

coping I guess... If I can get so far into it that I'm totally disgusted—horrified even, 

maybe I'll stop thinking about her just lying there... Does that shock you? That I think 

like that? What's happening to her body in her grave? Do you think that burying her and 

having a funeral is any kind of closure? Maybe for some people, but not for me. The only 

difference for me is that she's underground now. 
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I wish that we were like that culture in the South Pacific somewhere, where they keep the 

bones of their dead in the house with them, so they never forget them. I could never 

forget, of course, but I wish that I could touch her beautiful little frail bones every now 

and then. I could hold those bones close to my heart and rock her. Maybe it would 

comfort her a little. I know it would me. 

But that sounds morbid I know. I don't think like that all the time. I try to remember the 

positive things, the fun times we had together, but that's so painful. Especially holidays. 

We used to make such a big deal out of holidays, but now we just try to get through them. 

We try to go away at Christmas. Sometimes we go skiing. We don't even give each other 

gifts. Halloween is hard too. We usually go to a movie to keep from seeing all the kids at 

the door trick-or-treating. They remind us of her so much, still. 

Our marriage has suffered a lot through all this, as you know. That's why we're here. 

There's so much we can't talk about. We try not to remind each other of it. We just talk 

around it. When it does come up, we both start crying, and that doesn't do any good. 

We've cried together so much in the last ten years, that seems to be the only thing we 

know how to do together. But we try to avoid it. I'm sick of crying. I've cried enough to 

last me a lifetime and I don't want to do it anymore. 
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How do I feel about the guy who did it? I'm glad he's dead, that's how I feel about it. If I 

could kill him all over again every year on her birthday, I would do it. I just hope that in 

hell he has to die over and over again, the same way she did. Slowly choking to death as 

he's strangled by a cord around his throat. My husband says I shouldn't talk this way, but 

anger helps. At the end of the day, it's the only thing that has gotten me through this. 

I knew that guy was weird from the moment I met him. Never looked you in the eye and 

never had two words to say to anybody. That whole family was weird that way. I'm glad 

they moved away after the trial. I couldn't stand seeing them everyday. 

I never had any doubts about the fact that he did it. He just acted guilty from the start. 

One of the neighbors saw him talking to her just about the time she disappeared, but he 

claimed it wasn't him. Mrs. Lacey is getting old now, but then she was just in her sixties, 

and she could see as well as I could. She knew who she saw. 

I can't talk about it anymore. I'm tired of talking. I don't know if this will do us any 

good, but we're here. 

I'll come back next week and talk some more. I don't know about Rob. Maybe this will 

help. We have to try something. 
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Author's note: The Pritchetts stayed in therapy for six months and then discontinued 

their appointments with the court appointed victim assistance counselor. They were 

divorced in 1977. Both have since remarried. Julie had two more children with her 

second husband, one a little girl. Rob and his second wife never had children. 
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Lila 

When the hospital called, Lila thought at first that they must have gotten the 

wrong number. 

"Ms. Mclntire? This is Saint Michael's Hospital in Huntsville. Your mother was 

checked in this afternoon and we thought you would want to know." 

There was a pause that lasted much longer than the customary three heartbeats. 

"I think you have the wrong number. My mother would never go into the 

hospital. She hates doctors, besides, I talked to her a few days ago and she didn't mention 

anything." She felt it necessary to make an effort to show this stranger that she kept in 

touch with her mother, although it wasn't completely true. She hated being judged by 

strangers. 

"Is your mother Shirley Jemison?" the nurse asked. 

"Yes, but she lives here in Houston, not Huntsville," said Lila. 

"Are you Lila Mclntyre?" continued the woman on the phone. 

"Yes . . . but how did you get my name?" asked Lila, beginning to see that it 

wasn't a mix-up, but that her mother was in fact, in the hospital. 

"You were listed in her billfold as next of kin," said the nurse, her voice 

softening reluctantly as if she had repeated these words too many times in the past. 
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"Well.. . what's wrong with her?" asked Lila finally, not bothering to disguise 

the resentment in her voice. This was going to turn into a major situation she knew, and 

she just didn't have any mental or physical resources left when it came to dealing with 

her mother. 

In the back of her mind she could imagine her mother in a hospital bed, and a 

long hospital stay... her mother moaning and calling for her. She could see herself 

standing there by the bed, her arms folded, as her mother reached out for her. She could 

see herself stepping away, and quietly leaving the room as her mother called, now more 

frantically... like a drowning woman. As she saw this scene flash through her mind, she 

began to hope for the only solution that would finally free her from the prison of this 

relationship, for the one simple solution that would make all of it go away. She began to 

recognize the wish that she had had for years, the wish that her mother was dead. 

The woman on the phone answered with questions, instead of an answers. "Are 

you familiar with St. Michael's? Are you aware that we're a psychiatric hospital... ?" 

Lila wasn't surprised, not really. She had known that it would happen eventually. 

She began to see the inevitability of it. The years of visits to the hospital, the days of her 

life slipping away as she continued the charade of the dutiful daughter. She felt her anger 

rise up to her throat and constrict her breathing like she was being suffocated, like all 

those times when she was a kid. Her mother had made her choices, for whatever reasons, 

and this was where they had led her. Lila refused to sacrifice her life for her mother's. 



65 

She did the only thing she could do, the only thing that would allow her to hold onto the 

life she had built. 

"My mother's not my responsibility," she told the woman on the phone. "Don't 

call me again." She placed the phone back on the receiver with quiet deliberation. 

She stood there watching it for a few moments, praying that it wouldn't ring. 

When it didn't, she walked out into the bright light of the summer afternoon. The heat 

rose up from the concrete like a ghostly undertow. 

She wrapped her arms around her chest and rocked herself gently, trying to hold 

the pieces of her life together, the life she had tried so hard to salvage for herself. The life 

she deserved. Even with the heat, she felt a chill. She wished that she had her favorite 

sweater, the one with the blue flowers. 
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Neighbors 

Author interview with neighbor Gerald Jones. 1926 Harrison Lane. September, 1996. 

Bill Jemison was not a big talker. Some people can talk all day and never say anything. 

Bill didn't say much, usually, but you could tell he was listening real hard. You could 

almost feel him listening when you talked. And he knew stuff that just amazed me 

sometimes. We used to play games sometimes, just to pass the time, and damned if he 

didn't come up with the answers that the rest of us just thought were impossible. Stuff 

about history, philosophy, literature, you name it. Bill was just the answer man. He knew 

it all. But he never bragged about it, almost seemed embarrassed about it. We used to kid 

him sometimes, call him The Answer Man. But he never liked to be teased much. 

Sometimes he'd clam up and not say a word all night when we teased him too much. 

My wife and I knew Bill and Shirley for several years when we were all neighbors here 

on Harrison Lane. Mostly we just got together to play cards or maybe watch a football 

game, something like that. Bill was kind of hard to get to know. We never talked much 

about personal stuff. Bill seemed to have this invisible shield around him that said, "don't 
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get too close." The few times I ever confided in him, I remember, he was real nice, but 

he never said anything personal himself. 

His wife used to complain about it to my wife sometimes. Sharon used to tell me some of 

the stuff they talked about. She and Shirley were pretty tight, you know how women are. 

Shirley just worshipped Bill, you could tell. But she'd get mad at him too, sometimes 

when he acted real aloof. Sometimes when we'd go over there to play cards, he wouldn't 

say a word to her all night. Just act like she didn't exist. She'd get steamed about that 

sometimes and start ignoring him too, but he never seemed to notice. 

But I guess he made up for it later.. . in bed, you know. Things were pretty hot between 

them there, it seemed. Shirley told Sharon one time I remember, that Bill wanted sex 

every night. Shirley said she couldn't keep up with him anymore, they only did it three or 

four times a week. 

Sharon gave me hell about that for awhile. Three or four times a week! Hell, I like sex 

and all that, but after awhile the newness wears off. I believe in quality, not quantity, you 

know. Anyway, Shirley said some other stuff too. But I won't repeat it. I'm not a gossip, 

you know. But apparently Bill was pretty good in bed. That much I could tell. 
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Colin 

Interview obtainedfrom social worker assigned to the case. Subject granted permission 

for publication with the provision that he never be contacted again. 

Well, I knew they would track me down sooner or later. Now that I'm finally 

getting my head together and my life on track, they have to find me and start up with all 

the old shit all over again. I know my mother needs me right now, and my sister, but I'm 

not going back. I left all that craziness back there a long time ago and I'm not going 

back! 

I can't sit down. I can't keep still. You bet your ass, I'm agitated! Agitated is not 

the word for it, the word for it is flicking CRAZY! They make me crazy when I talk to 

them, all of them, they're all in a fucking conspiracy to make me crazy! 

Allright, allright, I'll sit down... if I can smoke a cigarette. I know I'm not 

supposed to smoke in here, but I'm going to tear my hair out if I have to just sit here! I 

feel like I'm on fire, burning from the inside out. All I can think of is to keep moving, 

keep moving, and maybe they won't be able to reel me in. 

Yes, I know my sister sounds pretty normal on the phone, but she's not, she's as 

fucked up as I am, and believe you me, that's not a good thing. I hardly know her, after 
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all. It's been twenty years since I left home and in all that time I haven't missed them. 

They've all been dead and buried, and I wish they would stay that way! 

Overreacting? You think I'm overreacting? I guess it seems that way, but you 

don't know them. You don't know how manipulative they are. They want me to come 

back home and play the part of the brave little boy again, except this time, I'm supposed 

to be the knight in shining armor. Well, I'm not falling for it. They're going to have to do 

it without me. I turned in my actor's equity card a long time ago and it ain't gettin' 

renewed. 

I can't just "be myself" you don't understand. To them I'm this wind-up toy that 

acts and speaks a certain way, the way they've programmed me to act. That's the way it 

works. I do the right things and say the right things, and everyone plays their little part, 

and the world keep turning, and that's the way it is. 

Stand up to them? Out of the question! My mother may be crazy, but she's still 

the gamemaster. If you don't act your part, you just get ignored till you do. That's why I 

had to leave—don't you see? I get sucked into it every time and then I start having the 

nightmares again and the headaches. I can't go through that again. 

You just tell them that I'm not able to travel. Yes you can, Doc, you can tell them 

for me. 
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Yes, I know someone has to, but it ain't gonna be me. I thought you were 

supposed to be helpin' me deal with this! You're not helping me, you're just trying to 

push me into doing everything their way, you're in on it too! You fucking bastard! 

You bet I'll get out! I'll get out of here and never come back, and that's what you 

can tell them, too. Tell them I left and I'm never coming back. That's it. That's all I want 

to say to them. Forget I ever existed, forget about me, because I'm gone! I'm so far gone I 

don't know if I even know where I am. All I know is that it's as far away from Houston, 

Texas as I can get. 
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Lila 

Months after her mother's slow disintegration in the hospital, Lila finally got up 

the courage to track down the report that was filed that day—the day they brought her 

mother to the hospital. It was the last unpleasant chore that had to be accomplished, and 

she was ready to deal with it. She wanted to tie up all the loose ends of her mother's life 

and pack it away, once and for all, so it could never haunt her again. Her mother's 

hospitalization had brought her a sense of calm finally, and a feeling of control. Now she 

had to deal with this last detail in order to satisfy some nagging feeling in her gut. She 

just wanted to know how bad it had been so that she could quit imagining it. 

The report, was much longer than she had expected. The Animal Control 

Officer's original typed report had been transcribed and was here, in a neat folder, just 

waiting for her. She started to read the words with the sense of doom and despair that 

characterized her relationship with her mother. The story, as the guy told it, made her feel 

that she was back in that house again, back in that place she had tried so hard to escape.. 

ASPCA Endamerment Report 2211. B June 2. 1996 

Transcribed from taped (audio) report 

Officer: Dan Cannellv 

The neighbors called us when the smell got to be so bad they couldn't sleep at 

night; said it smelled like a pig farm. They'd seen the dogs running the neighborhood 
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and were scared to death of 'em. We went out to investigate, and what we found was 

worse than anything I've ever seen. ASPCA gets a lot of far gone cases, but this one just 

seemed really sad. What's worse about it though, is that I can't figure out who was 

neglected the most—the animals or the woman herself. To sink to that level of despair 

. . . and to live in a house like that . . . it's beyond me. And those poor animals, they 

must've been frantic, with no food or water and all that filth. 

Well, I'm getting ahead of myself. I'll start at the beginning. We pulled up in 

front of the house in the van like we always do and we noticed the house needed a little 

work, but basically it looked O.K., the yard needed mowing, but it didn't look nearly as 

bad as lots I've seen. But we noticed the smell the minute we got out of the car. It 

smelled like a dead body or something. We went to the front door and knocked several 

times but no one answered. We decided to go around to the back door, and we saw that 

the gate to the back yard was standing halfway open. We glanced around the gate and 

saw what looked like a cross between a junk yard and a garbage heap back there. The 

grass was up to my waist and there was garbage all over the place. Not just a few toys 

and stuff like that, I'm talkin'y w«£! There was an old mattress piled up against the 

sagging fence on one side, sacks of trash everywhere, tin cans thrown all over the yard, 

and a huge pile of roofing shingles and stuff, right in the middle of all of it. The bushes 

and trees were so grown up you could hardly walk through them, but we managed to 

make our way around the corner of the house to the back porch. 
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It was then that we saw the two dogs that had been terrorizing the neighborhood. 

They didn't look very ferocious at the time, but we had our stun gun ready just in case. 

They hardly seemed to notice us as we walked up onto the porch, and then we saw the 

glass and the blood everywhere. The male had a big gash on one side of his stomach and 

he looked in pretty bad shape. Skinniest rottweiler I've ever seen, but damn scary just the 

same. He didn't look to be too dangerous at the moment though; he wasn't even 

growlin'. Just watchin' me, real curious like. The female looked O.K., but she was lying 

next to him, pantin' and whimperin'. It must'a been 100° that day and there was no 

water anywhere in sight, except for a muddy puddle near the back door with a water hose 

lying in it. 

We knocked on the back door again and when nobody answered we decided to 

go on in. We didn't need a warrant because the threat to the animals and the neighbors 

justified entry. The back door was locked so we decided to go in through the window, the 

same way the dogs had apparently escaped. We carefully maneuvered through the broken 

glass in the window, and stepped into what we've come to call a Psycho Theatre case. 

The first thing we noticed was the smell. It had been bad enough outside, but now 

it was overpowering. It seemed to wash over us in waves. Made me want to hold my 

breath to keep that smell of decay out of my lungs. Combine that with a temperature in 

the triple digits and you can begin to get an inkling of the sense of rottenness that hit us 

when we walked in that day. 



74 

The room we were in was a room pretty much like any other room, from what 

little we could see of it, except for the garbage and dirty clothes that covered the entire 

floor and all of the furniture. The big table in the dining area was flowin' over with 

trash and newspapers and dirty dishes that looked as if they'd been licked clean. When I 

picked up a newspaper to check the date, a huge brown cockroach was scared out its 

nesting place and darted across my hand. He must have set off the alarm to his buddies 

because the table suddenly started to swirl with those huge Palmetto bugs, scuriying in 

every direction to find another hidin' place. I reacted like a man who'd been bit by a 

water moccasin in a swimmin' hole. I threw the paper across the room and jumped back 

about ten feet. It kinda' made my stomach lurch, but just because it surprised me. I was a 

little jumpy that day, I guess. 

I recovered my faculties, and looked at my partner who had made his way across 

the room over to the fireplace. "Look at this, Dan," he said. I walked a few steps closer to 

the center of the room, past the empty fast food sacks and plates piled high with cigarette 

butts, and saw what he was pointing to. There were piles of feces in the corner that 

looked dried and crusty, like they had been there for months. Fresh mounds were a little 

farther out and swirling with flies and gnats. They were obviously made by large animals, 

probably the dogs we had seen outside. Our noses must have become more accustomed 

to the smell because we could now detect the ammonia-like scent of dog urine all 

around us. 
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"We're going to have to get some masks if we stay in here much longer," I 

told him. 

"Yeah, I'm about to puke my guts up any minute now," answered Carl. "I've 

never seen, or smelled, anything quite this bad. How could anyone live here?" 

"They must've taken off and just left the dogs here to fend for themselves," I 

answered. At that moment I heard a sound from one of the back rooms and I glanced at 

Carl to see if he had heard it. "Let's go check it out," he answered, before I could inquire. 

As we walked back I checked my waist belt to make sure I had the mace and stun gun we 

sometimes had to use with unruly animals. "I hope there's not another one of those big, 

hungry puppies back there," said Carl. I nodded as I mentally prepared for that distinct 

possibility. 

This room was much like the first except that there were bottles of pills and beer 

cans on every available surface. But the big surprise was the naked woman we found 

lying on the bed, curled up with a ragged old flannel shirt. On any other day that might 

have been a welcome surprise, but today was not our day. 

The woman was fat, not just a few pounds overweight, mind you, but I mean 

really fat. She was lying curled up on her side with that huge belly hanging over her 

thighs and her gigantic breasts drooping over her top half like deflated water balloons. 

She appeared to be in her mid-fifties, or so, with gray hair, all wavy and thick. She didn't 

answer our knock as we came into the room, but the sound of her snoring clued us in to 
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the fact that she was alive. The sight of this enormous naked woman, among all this 

chaos and filth, was a surprising turn of events, to say the least. 

We glanced around and noticed the hum of a typewriter of some kind plugged 

into an outlet next to the bed. There was a stack of paper piled up to one side and a sheet 

of paper in the machine. I know it was technically none of my business, but I had to 

know what was going on in the head of a person like that. Anyway, here's what it said. 

I've attached the pages to this report. You can see for yourself. Anyway, that's about it 

for my report. The lady went to St. Michael's and the dogs wound up at the pound. When 

nobody took 'em we decided to keep 'em around, kinda like our mascots or somethin'. 

That's it for me. As I said, the pages we found in the house are here attached. I don't 

know whatever happened to the lady. 

Lila turned to the attached pages and began to read: 

I'll never forget his face as I saw him that last time. His eyes sunken and 

crazed, his face pujfy and drained of all color. "I didn 't do it, I swear to you, 

Shirley, and after I m dead they 'U find out who did. I don't want to die having 

you think I did such an awful thing. Please tell me you believe me. Please don't 

let me have to go in there thinkin 'you don't believe me." 

Lila read the words hesitantly, wary of what she might discover, but relieved to find that 

she had no idea what these ramblings of her mother's might mean. Maybe they were 

another one of her mother's sad attempts at that novel she was always talking about. 
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I had never doubted him, but now I had to reassure him. I had to 

somehow lighten the load he had to bear. "I've always known that, Bill, " I said, 

as I held his hand. "I've known from the day we were married that you couldn 't 

even kill a cricket,.. .' much less a human being. I love you, and I believe in you, 

... and so does everyone else who really knows you," I added, although I knew it 

wasn 't true. 

She called him Bill. Could this be her father she was talking about? She had heard her 

mother describe him many times, saying that he was so good-hearted he couldn't even 

kill a cricket. Maybe it was him, but what was this melodrama she was referring to? Her 

mother was always so overwrought about everything. Always trying to squeeze the last 

bit of drama out of every confrontation. 

He put his arms around me and held me like he always did, trying to 

protect me from this last thing, this thing that he had no power to control. They 

came for him in just a few minutes. He held my hand until they pulled him away, 

his fingers holding onto mine. He was trying to hold onto me, to hold onto life. 

"Don't come, " he said. "Don't watch. It's too much...." 

"I'll be there," I said, my throat aching with that knife-like pain from 

choked back tears. "I'll be there with you, Bill. "I love you, " I said, knowing it 

would be the last time. "I've always loved you. " 
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They pulled him away as he looked back at me, his eyes full of fear and 

desperation. What happened next is too horrible to describe, too horrible to think 

about, but I think about it all the time. That's why I finally have to write it down. 

Maybe it will help to free some of this anguish I have inside. Or maybe it will 

finally be the end of the nightmares and the memories. 

Oh, this was really too much, Lila thought Surely her mother didn't think she could get 

this junk published. It was pure romance novel nonsense. Surely she could have come up 

with something better than this. And to use her father as the protagonist in this little 

melodrama was really selfish. She was about to stop reading when she glanced the 

following lines— 

Watching a man die, to be put to death intentionally by his fellow man, is horrible 

enough. But to watch your own husband die that way, is too much for the 

human soul. 

Lila began to feel a heaviness in her bones, like the weight of her body collapsing in on 

itself. What was this gibberish? What was she talking about? She had heard whisperings 

about her father's mysterious death when she was younger, but her mother would never 

discuss it. But this couldn't be true, could it? 

As I took my seat, coughing and choking, they led him in to be strapped into that 

chair. He stared straight ahead, refusing to look at me or anyone else. He 

struggled as they strapped him in, fighting for the last few breaths of life he had 
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left. He didn't want to die. He couldn't make peace with it. They were pulling the 

straps too tight, he couldn't breathe. I was frantic, trying to tell the guards; they 

were holding me back, trying to make me sit down. Just then, they put the leather 

face mask on and he suddenly stopped struggling. He became still as glass. I sank 

into my chair, and all around me I could feel it—death was in that room with me. 

He was sitting in the chair next to me. 1 could feel his heavy hot breath and smell 

the stink of death. 

Now Lila was reading the words like a starving man bolts his food; reading without 

taking time to let their meaning register. The words were symbols on a page that stood 

for other symbols called words, but those words were caught in a temporary time-loop 

like a video on pause; their full impact waiting there for her to process as soon as she was 

ready. 

For an agonizing minute, nothing happened. Everyone sat perfectly still, hardly 

breathing, staring straight ahead. Suddenly, Bill's body lurched in the chair, his 

feet planted like two spikes driven into the ground, his head thrown back in pain. 

I screamed, and screamed and then I closed my eyes and prayed. I prayed for it to 

be over, I prayedfor the end of Bill's suffering, I prayedfor myself and my 

children. I prayed that I would die too, and it would all be over. 

That was all. That was where it ended. 
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"It couldn't be true, could it?" Lila thought. She would have known something 

about it by now, surely. But, how would she have known? Her mother was so isolated, no 

friends, no family, it wouldn't have been that hard to hide it. Wouldn't have been that 

hard except for the mental anguish involved. But, her mother couldn't have pulled off 

something like that could she? She was so disoriented and irrational, she couldn't have 

kept this from her all these years, could she? She was beginning to get one of her 

migraine headaches and she could feel the nausea coming on. She had to get out of here. 

She pushed the file drawer shut emphatically, afraid that something else would 

reach out from her mother's past and grab her unaware. She didn't want to know 

anymore. Whatever else was in those files couldn't be good. She waited for the heavy 

thud of the drawer as it settled back on the rollers, and then she held it closed defensively 

with her hand. She would have locked it, if she could have, and thrown away the key. She 

had a temporary fantasy of the office going up in a burst of flames, wiping away all traces 

of this ugliness. She wished that she could wipe away her past that easily. 

She walked out into the bright light of the summer afternoon as the heat rose from 

the concrete like a ghostly undertow. She wrapped her arms around her chest and rocked 

herself gently, trying to hold all the pieces together. Even with the heat, she felt a chill. 

She wished that she had brought her favorite sweater. 
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The Dogs 

The dogs are dreaming about swimming in that big lake again. They lie next to 

each other on the cool tiles at the Animal Control lock-up, dreaming their canine dreams. 

Sometimes their ears flicker and their noses wrinkle like they're chasing squirrels in their 

dreams. Sometimes Rosie whines in her sleep and King frowns and perks up his ears. 

They can barely remember it now, but it was so sweet, and so long ago. They 

remember the little plastic ball bobbing in the water and chasing it. They remember THE 

WOMAN yelling at them, but then feeding them bologna sandwiches on the way home in 

the car. They miss her and wonder if she will ever come home. They listen for her car 

every time they hear the squeak of brakes in the driveway, but she never comes. Will she 

ever? 
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Shirley 

Shirley sat at the window staring out at the perfectly manicured lawn of the 

hospital grounds, her eyes focused on the huge oak outside her window. She watched the 

leaves undulate in shimmering golds and greens in the summer sun. Specks of colored 

light bounced off the tree, covering her face in their languid glistening waves. She sat 

like that for the entire day, the leaves changing colors as the day wore on. By afternoon 

there was more red and orange, and that evening the colors coalesced into the darkness, 

their silvery threads floating like spider webs through the tree branches. 

She sat by the window until dark, her thoughts jumbled and just out of reach of 

consciousness. She knew there was something she needed to do, something she needed to 

ask, but she couldn't ground herself in that reality. The thoughts were so elusive, they 

slipped through her conscious mind like those almost imperceptible blips in a home 

video—those blinks in time where the present and past are overlayed and the future's not 

yet a thing to imagine. She sat in her chair and dreamed her slow motion dreams, and 

enjoyed forgetting. 


