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Chapter 1
“Burn, candle, burn!” the little girl whispered. Beyond the
small pool of golden light, shadows lurked, rustling in the
darkness. She huddled closer to the flame.
“Burn, candle, burn!” The breath of her soft whisper made
the flame bob and flicker and she drew back, afraid that she’d
blown it out. Her eyes were wide with terror as the creatures in
the shadows drew closer.
The candle wasn’t very large, just a stub stuck into a pool
of its own wax on the old wooden table. It wouldn’t last much
longer. She looked around frantically for something else that
would burn…anything that would keep the flame from going
out. There were stacks of firewood along the walls.... but she
didn't dare to venture that far into the darkness.
Suddenly there was a knock on the door.
“Christy….Christy-girl. Are you ready to play nice with
Daddy now?” At the sound of the voice, the little girl’s
stomach clenched. She stood over the candle, hugging herself
with fragile arms, tears trekking down her cheeks, knobby
knees pressed together tightly. She closed her eyes and shook
her head without answering out loud.
“Christy,” The voice came again…softly, gently in spite of
the underlying menace. “Are you ready to come out and play
now, or do you want me to lock this door and leave you in
there?” The rustling grew louder and Christy’s knees began to
shake. “When the light goes out, they’ll get you.” Christy
shook harder. “Them rats are mean and hungry. They’d love to
get a taste of a sweet morsel like you.”
A flash of bravado, “I’ll tell Mama!” she exclaimed.
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A low, raspy chuckle. “You go ahead. Your mama knows
what a bad girl you are…always tellin’ stories to try to get
attention, and even if she did believe you – once them rats
nibble on your fingers or maybe take an eye…you’ll be glad
enough to play with your old daddy then – ‘cause nobody
else’ll want to even look at ya.” A pause, then “But maybe you
really like them old rats better than your daddy. Maybe I
should just go away and leave you alone….”
“No!” She drew a shuddering, sobbing breath as the candle
flickered again. “No, Daddy! Don’t leave me!”
“Are you gonna play nice?”
The candle was almost gone….and she dared one look past
the light, and saw the red eyes and humped silhouettes of the
rats.
“Y...y...yes,” she quavered.
“Yes, what?”
“I…I’ll play nice with you, Daddy.” She hung her head,
bowed and beaten once again as the door to the woodshed
opened and she stepped into the cold brightness of the garage.
Her father reached behind her and shut the door.
Christy slanted a glance up at his face, gauging his mood.
He had a smug, self-satisfied expression as he fumbled in his
shirt pocket for the ever-present package of cigarettes. He took
out the crumpled pack, shook one out and stepped to the
workbench that lined the back wall. A tin Band-aid box filled
with matches stood next to an old vise that was mounted on the
bench, and he shook out a match and struck it against the side
of the vise. The smell of sulfur filled Christy's nose even
though she stood as far away as she dared.
A big Ford station wagon shielded the workbench from
anyone glancing through the strip of window that faced the
house, and Christy stood just in front of the big, silver bumper waiting. Her father took his time, lighting his cigarette, then
puffing on it slowly; inhaling deeply, tilting his head back, still
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with the same smile on his face. Christy's stomach was
churning; knotting and unknotting and there was a sour taste in
her mouth as she watched her father like a tiny mouse watching
a large cat, trying to anticipate his next move...and looking for
a chance to escape. Her gaze darted from her father to the door
of the woodshed and then to the open door that led to the back
yard. She could see her mother taking laundry down from the
wash line and prayed that she would call her to come and help.
She longed for the sunshine, the smell of the grass and the
sweet smell of laundry soap on freshly washed sheets...and the
safety of being at her mother's side.
"Please....please...." she whispered, willing her mother to
look her way. She stole a glance at her father, still smoking his
cigarette and skimming through a magazine. Did she dare? She
held her breath for a moment, and then darted out into the yard.
"Mama, Mama!" she cried. "Let me help you!
Her mother looked up at the skinny six-year old running
toward her, and frowned, her moment of peace and quiet
interrupted.
"Christine! You'll wake the baby!"
Christy stopped short, glancing fearfully at the window of
the room where little Billy lay asleep in his crib. She waited,
but no cry came, and she looked expectantly at her mother.
"Mama," she said more quietly. "I came to help you. I can
fold clothes for you. Please?"
Elaine Carstairs sighed wearily as she took in the sight of
her eldest child, blonde hair coming loose from her braids; one
sock drooping toward the earth, the leg above it streaked with
dirt, a matching smudge on her daughter's skirt and at the end
of her nose.
"Christy....how on earth did you get so dirty? You can't
help me with the clean wash looking like this. Now, just go on
in and...."
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"She's helpin' me, 'Laine," Tom Carstairs said from the
doorway of the garage. He still had the magazine in his hand,
cigarette hanging from his lip. He smiled a crooked smile at his
wife and continued, "I've had her helpin' me sort through some
old boxes I got offa Arndt Davis when he was cleanin' out his
body shop awhile back. Guess that's how she got so dirty...but
she may as well come back and finish, now that she's messed
up, alright?"
Elaine looked from her husband to the child, who was
twisting her hands into the hem of her shirt and gazing up at
her with such a pleading gaze that for a moment Elaine stopped
what she was doing.
"Christy? Are you alright?"
The child looked from her mother to her father, then
slowly back again and hung her head, bobbing it slightly.
"I'm OK, Mama," she mumbled softly. Her mother reached
out and smoothed her hair back from her face.
"Then go back and help your daddy finish whatever you
were doing, OK?" Another head-bob. "Be sure you wash up
before supper now, understand?" Christy nodded once more,
her tears welling up and falling directly from her bowed head
onto her tennis shoes.
Elaine looked up as a faint cry came from the baby's room.
"Oh, Lord. I was hoping he'd sleep until supper," She
sighed and strode across the lawn and up the back stairs,
slamming the screen door behind her.
Christy stood forlornly in the middle of the lawn, scraping
at a pebble with the toe of her shoe, looking down at the
ground and hoping for a miracle, but the voice came again,
"Come here, Christy." She looked up through her tears,
almost shaking her head "no," but knowing she'd spend the rest
of the afternoon in the woodshed if she did. She looked at her
father.
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"You're not mad, are you, Daddy? I....I....You were
reading your magazine and I just wanted to help Mama with
the clothes....."
Her father's eyes narrowed slightly, but finally he nodded
and said, "That's a good girl, Christy. It's good to help your
mama. Now, do what she said and come back here with me."
Her feet felt like lead, and the distance from the clothesline
to the garage seemed like a mile as Christy made her way back
to her father. Once she stood directly in front of him, he put a
heavy hand on her shoulder and steered her through the door
and around to the side of the workbench. Here in the corner
there was an old high-backed leather armchair. Glancing
around to make sure there was no one in the yard, Tom sat
down in the chair, moving Christy's small body to stand in
front of him, between his knees.
Her eyes were focused on the floor again and he paused
for a moment, looking at the shiny blond braids that skimmed
the tops of his daughter's narrow shoulders. He put one hand on
her hair and stroked it as he unbuckled his pants with the other.
His hand went to her shoulder and he pressed down, adding the
pressure of his other hand when she resisted.
"Come on, now, Christy-girl. You know what Daddy
wants."
Her knees buckled and she hit the cold concrete, her
chattering teeth snapping together hard with the impact.
She heard the sound of his zipper, and then felt his hand on
her chin, pulling her face up to where he wanted it.
"Open your eyes," he commanded, and she did. She looked
just past his face at the smoke from his still burning cigarette
that rose from the ashtray behind him, making him look like an
evil genie.
He smiled as he forced her lips open saying, "You don't
fool me, you know. All of this playin' like I'm makin' you do
something you don't wanna doesn't cut much cheese with Tom
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Carstairs. I was in the Navy, Girl, and I been all arounda world.
I know born-in talent when I see it." He thrust his hips forward
suddenly and Christy nearly choked.
Her eyes shut for a moment while she concentrated on not
retching. That would only earn her another spell in the
woodshed, she knew. After a moment, she was able to breathe
again, able to relax her jaw muscles and concentrate on doing
the things she knew her father liked the best as her eyes
focused on the smoke rising in a lazy swirl behind him. She
had to make amends, she knew, for her earlier
stubbornness....and for running away, out to the yard. There
was no escape.

The next day, Christy stood looking at her baby brother
while he was sleeping in his crib. He looked sweet and lovable,
but Christy hated him. Before Mama had brought him home
from the hospital, Christy had been Mama’s “Little Half-Pint”,
and Daddy hadn’t made her play the bad games in the garage.
She knew that the games were bad because Daddy made her
promise not to tell Grandpa Bob about them. Grandpa Bob was
her mother’s father and Christy loved him more than anybody
in the world. Grandpa Bob brought M&M’s when he came to
visit and he was never too busy to push her on the swing at the
park. Her daddy never made her come to the garage when
Grandpa Bob was in town. Christy knew better than to tell
Grandpa Bob about the games, though. Her daddy had warned
her that if she told, he’d make Grandpa Bob go away and never
come back. Daddy was a Sheriff's Deputy, and he’d told the
family enough stories about the "trouble-makers" he’d made
“disappear” that Christy believed he could make anyone go
away that might try to stop the games.
Billy would never have to play the bad games. In her heart
Christy knew that. It was because of something 'born-in', like
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her daddy said. She had it...Billy didn't. When her daddy
played with Billy, he looked different. He smiled broadly,
riding Billy around on his shoulder and tossing him into the air
in front of everybody and talking about "my son-and-heir". She
sighed as she reached into the crib to tug at one bootie that had
started to slip off the baby's foot. She pulled it up, her emotions
at war. Billy was a sweet baby who smiled and cooed
whenever she played with him. She knew her mother loved
him, and she wanted to love him too, but his coming had
changed her life so much; before she realized what she was
doing, she'd grabbed his chubby leg between her thumb and
forefinger and pinched it, hard.
Billy let out a shriek, and then started to howl at the top of
his lungs. Biting her lip, Christy stepped back behind the door
as her mother rushed in.
"What in heaven's name?!" her mother exclaimed, pulling
the blanket off of the baby and looking to see what was wrong.
She picked him up and put him on her shoulder, soothing him
and rubbing his back as his crying subsided into gulping sobs,
and he gazed with solemn baby-blue eyes at Christy. Her
stomach hurt and her eyes burned with guilt and unshed tears.
Slowly she walked up to the baby and put her finger out for
him to grasp. When her mother looked to see her there, she
said, "Mama is Billy OK?"
"Yes, I think he's fine," her mother answered. "He must
have just had a nightmare or something. Maybe he's getting a
new tooth." She walked to the rocking chair in the corner and
sat down, settling Billy on one knee and then motioning to
Christy.
"Come on, Sweetie. There's room for you too."
Slowly, not quite believing her good fortune, Christy came
and perched gingerly on her mother's other knee. Her mother's
soft, cool arm slid around her and pulled her in closer and
Christy almost melted with joy.
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Mama's sweater smelled like lilies and baby powder and
she stroked Christy's hair gently and said, "We haven't sat like
this for awhile, have we?"
Christy shook her head as she nestled next to her baby
brother, afraid to speak for fear she'd break this spell as they
slowly began to rock together.
"You've grown up so fast since we brought your brother
home, sometimes it's hard to believe you're really my Little
Half-Pint," Mama said teasingly. She paused, and then said
more seriously, "But you are, and you'll always be special to
me. You seem so quiet and ...sad these days, Christy. Are you
feeling alright?"
Christy's breath caught in her throat. Did she dare? Could
she tell Mama about the games? She drew her head back and
looked at her pretty, golden-haired mother and then
remembered her father's promise that if she told anyone, he'd
make that person disappear. No, she couldn't do it. She couldn't
take the chance.
She said, "I'm OK, Mama. I just...sometimes I feel like I'm
kind of...in your way. Or like you wish I was still a baby like
Billy..."
Mama's arm came around her hard, then and pulled her
tight. "Goodness, no! I can't imagine what I'd do if you were
still little like Billy." Christy snuggled closer as her mother
leaned her forehead against the top of hers and sighed. "I know
it's been hard, Sweetie. I was very sick when I had Billy, and it
has taken a long time to get well again."
Christy said, "You mean Billy made you sick?"
Her mother laughed softly, "Well, it wasn't his fault, but I
didn't really feel like myself for a long time. He had colic and
cried a lot at first too, poor lamb, so I didn't get any sleep and
I'm afraid both you and your daddy have been a little bit
neglected because of it." Mama kissed Christy's forehead and
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went on. "I'm so glad your daddy has had you to keep him from
being too lonely. He loves you very much, you know."
Christy nodded silently, a hard lump in her throat.
They rocked silently for a few minutes and then Billy
became restless and started to wriggle out from Mama's grasp,
so she had to take her arm from around Christy to hold onto the
little boy.
Her mother got up from the chair and Christy just had time
to miss her warmth when Mama smiled at her and told her to
scoot back in the rocker. Then, when Christy did as she was
told, Mama took Billy and put him on her lap, with a large
pillow in front to keep him from rolling off.
"There,” Mama said. "You've gotten to be such a big girl;
you can hold your little brother for me." She gave the rocker a
gentle push and Christy whispered, "I'm sorry." in Billy's ear as
they began to rock. Billy cooed and waved his chubby fists and
Christy smiled. The three of them spent the next hour there
together while Mama folded the clean baby clothes.
When Mama finally took Billy from Christy's lap, he'd
fallen back to sleep. After the baby was settled in his crib,
Mama took Christy's hand and led her down to the kitchen
where they had ice cream and cookies together. Mama took the
time to re-braid Christy's hair and put red bows on the ends and
she let Christy spread the blue and white checked tablecloth on
the table while she got supper started. Christy was so happy her
heart felt twice its normal size. If only every day could be like
this with Mama and Billy!
Her happiness was short-lived. When her father came
home, she could tell by the way he roared into the driveway
and then squealed on the brakes that he hadn't had a good day.
She watched from the dining room window as he got out of the
car and slammed the door, and then looked over her shoulder at
her mother, who was setting the table. Her mother's hands
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trembled just a little and Christy had a sudden realization that
Mama was afraid of Daddy, too.
They both stood wide-eyed in the dining room as Tom
stomped up the back stairs and slammed first the screen door to
the back porch, and then the kitchen door itself.
The pictures on the wall rattled with the force as he
growled, "So, is there any supper in this house tonight, or
what?"
Elaine nodded nervously and said, "Just go wash up, Tom,
and everything will be on the table when you get back."
"Better be," he snapped as he turned toward the bathroom.
"And get me a beer there, Christy-girl. On the double!"
Christy went to the refrigerator and got a can of beer from
the bottom shelf, reaching as far back as she could to get the
coldest, like she'd been taught. The can was slippery with
condensation and, as she pulled it over the top of the rest, it
slipped out of her grip and dropped to the floor, striking the
bottom edge of the refrigerator as it went. Christy looked up to
see if anyone had noticed, but her father was already at the
bathroom sink, and her mother was mashing the potatoes at the
stove, so she picked it up quickly, shut the door and took the
beer to her father.
Tom was just drying his hands when Christy handed the
beer to him. "Took you long enough," he said.
Christy stood in the hall, biting her lip as her father
surveyed her from head to toe, taking in the red bows on the
ends of her braids and her fresh-scrubbed look. His expression
relaxed and he said, "You're lookin' mighty pretty tonight,
Christy-girl. Your daddy might just have to take you for a ride
after supper and show you off."
Christy's eyes widened. She wasn't sure whether to be glad
or afraid. A ride in her daddy's car was a treat, something she'd
always looked forward to before...before the games had started.
Now she wasn't sure if the ride was all he had in mind...or if it
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was just another excuse to get her away from the safety of her
mother's side. She stood mute as her mother put the last of the
serving dishes on the table and said,
"Supper's ready. Come to the table, please."
Tom sniffed the air appreciatively and smiled, "Smells
good, 'Laine. Let me just get a sip of my beer." He popped the
top and the beer erupted like a geyser. It shot up to the ceiling
and sprayed everywhere.
Christy stood, rooted to the spot in horror. Her mother
stood in front of the sink, her face gone completely white. She
looked from her husband to Christy, then grabbed a dishtowel
and stepped toward Tom, who had beer dripping from his hair
and nose and was blinking and trying to rub the beer out of his
eyes. Elaine stepped between Tom and Christy and began
mopping the beer from his face, saying.
"Just let me wipe it with this clean towel, Tom."
"WHERE IS SHE?" Tom screamed. "Where is that little
brat? So help me, I'll make her regret the day she was born!"
Elaine looked helplessly at her enraged husband, then back
at Christy and mouthed, "Run! Run away and hide!" to her
daughter. Then she turned back to Tom and began rubbing his
hair vigorously with the towel,
"Now Tom," she said soothingly. "Christy didn't mean for
this to happen. She's just a little girl. She probably dropped the
can and didn't realize it would spray like that. Let me help you
get this out of your eyes."
Christy didn't wait to hear anymore. She ran out the back
door of the house, through the back yard to the alley and then
stopped. She'd never been out of the yard alone before. She
didn't know where to go. As she looked back toward the dining
room window she saw her father slap her mother, then grab her
and shake her. Christy wanted to run back and make him stop,
but she knew there was nothing she could do. She had to hide.
She knew that if she didn't, her father would make good on his
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threat to make her wish she'd never been born. He'd probably
lock her in the woodshed without any candles. At the thought
of the rats, Christy gave a little cry. She'd gotten so scared
when she ran out of the house, she'd wet herself and now she
was shivering and terrified, certain that her father would find
her, no matter where she went. Wait a minute, maybe....did she
dare? There was one place he wouldn't look for her. The one
place he knew she would never go on her own. The woodshed.
She had to move fast. She could hear him in the house,
throwing the closet doors open, hollering for her at the top of
his lungs. Billy was screaming and she could hear her mother
sobbing. She slipped into the garage, looking around furtively.
As far as she knew, the rats never ventured into this part of the
structure. This was her father's domain, and even the rats were
afraid of him.
She found the Band-Aid box of matches, and several
candle stubs in a shoebox. Her father brought the candles home
from the bar where he went after work sometimes. They used
them in lanterns on the tables and when they were too short to
have in the lanterns anymore, they gave them to him, so they
were all just stubs. She grabbed them all, and then looked
toward the door of the woodshed. The banging from the house
had reached the upstairs bedrooms. Her father would come
outside soon. She opened the box of matches and shook one
out, like she'd seen her father do. Then she scraped it against
the side of the vice.
The tip ignited, startling Christy with its brightness and
heat, and she dropped it onto the bench. It continued to burn, so
she picked up a candle and held the wick to the flame, which
doubled in size as the candle caught fire. Christy watched it for
a moment and then dribbled some wax on the bench and set the
stub in it. She gazed into the flame. It was so beautiful; so
golden and warm. She leaned closer, feeling the heat on her
face, her nostrils flaring slightly, smelling the heat. Then,
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hearing a door slam, she lit another candle, then a third, from
the flame of the first, thinking of all of the rats in the
woodshed. She shoved two more of the candle stubs in the
pocket of her shorts. She didn't want to chance being in the
dark, so she worked and worked to get a third candle into the
pocket, not noticing that the first one she'd lit had tilted to one
side so that the flame was under a paintbrush her father had
laid across a can of varnish. The bristles of the brush began to
smolder, and then they burst into flame with a "whoosh."
Christy jumped back, dropping the candle she was holding
onto the floor where it rolled beneath the station wagon. She
looked at the burning paintbrush helplessly. The fire licked at
the can of varnish and ignited a rag that had been crumpled up
behind it. Soon it traveled up the wall shelves full of old paint
cans and rags that went all the way up to the ceiling. Christy
stared up at the monster she had created, half-entranced, half
terrified, and then began to cough, as the smoke got thicker.
She looked toward the door out to the backyard, but the shelves
next to it and the ceiling above had already begun to burn. She
looked through the garage door windows toward the house and
saw her father running toward the garage.
"MAMA!" she screamed, sure that her father was coming
to punish her.
"Christy! Christy are you in there?" Tom shouted.
Christy shoved her fist into her mouth to keep from
screaming. She had to hide. She couldn't let him find her.
Whimpering and shivering, she crept along the far side of the
station wagon to the garage door. The air was better here. She
got down on the floor and tried to inch the big door open, but it
was locked. She heard her father rattle the latch from the
outside and she jumped up and got into the back seat of the car.
She slipped into the tail end and pulled an old blanket over
herself.
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Lying very still beneath the wool, Christy heard her father
unlock the garage door and try to open it, but he yanked on it
with such force that he jammed it. He cursed and kicked at it,
but it wouldn't budge and he finally gave up and ran to the
other door.
"Christy!" he called. "Come out! I won't hurt you! Please,
Baby, come out here, or tell me where you are and I'll come
and get you! Christy!"
But Christy wasn't coming out for anyone but Mama. She
lay under the blanket while her father catapulted through the
burning back door. She heard him open the woodshed and
heard him curse as the rats ran past him and out the door. She
heard him try the front door of the station wagon, but it was
locked. She scarcely breathed when he passed her hiding spot
and tried to open the big garage door from the inside. It was
still jammed and her father couldn't get it open more than a
couple of inches. He soon gave up and went back to the other
end of the building.
He stood for a moment, choking in the smoke and calling
for Christy again. The ferocity of the fire had increased and
Christy heard sirens pulling up in front of the house. She
peeked over the seat of the station wagon at her father,
silhouetted in the light of the flaming wall. When he turned to
call her name again, she saw something she’d never seen
before on his face – fear.
The firemen asked Elaine if anyone was in the burning
structure and she replied that her husband was inside and her
daughter was missing. In the distance there was the sound of
metal on metal as they hooked their hoses up to the hydrant on
the corner. Christy's father made several attempts to get back
out through the door he'd entered, but by now that end of the
building was an inferno. Christy lay very still as he paced back
and forth, looking for another way out.
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"Deputy! Deputy Carstairs! Are you in there?" a voice
called out from the yard.
“Yes. I'm here!" Tom called back.
"Go to the other end of the building. The roof is going to
cave in back here. We'll get an axe and break down the garage
door!" the fire captain yelled.
"All right! But I have to look for my little girl first. I think
she's hiding in here somewhere. Christy! Christy where are -"
There was a loud crash as the wall of paint cans collapsed with
Tom pinned underneath.
Christy sat up and began to scream at the top of her lungs.
A fireman broke through the garage door with an axe, saw
her and threw open the tailgate saying, "Come on, little girl your mother is waiting for you."
Christy slid off the tailgate and ran through the smoke to
her mother who was holding Billy and sitting on the back steps.
“Christy! You’re alright!” Her mother held open her arms
and Christy rushed to throw her arms around her mother’s
neck.
“Mama! Mama, I hid in the garage…and I lit a candle, but
the paintbrush got on fire and then the wall…I’m sorry
Mama!” Christy sobbed against her mother’s shoulder.
Elaine hugged her little girl, thankful that she had escaped
the fire…and her father. But where was Tom? She peered into
the mélange of smoke and flame that had once been the garage.
A second fire truck pulled up to the curb and the men
scrambled to get more hoses going, but it was too late. The roof
collapsed in a shower of sparks and Elaine gasped and hugged
her children closer. She looked at the fire captain who was
striding toward her now, a grim look on his face.
“Ma’am…the roof collapsed before we could get to your
husband. I’m afraid the entire structure is a total loss,” he said
solemnly.
“And Tom?” Elaine inquired tremulously.
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“We’re searching, but I’m afraid the odds of finding him
alive are…”
Just then a shout went up from the crew and the captain
said, “They’ve found something!” He ran back to the garage
where a group of firefighters were huddled around something
on the ground. He spoke rapidly into his walkie-talkie and then
joined the huddle for a moment.
Elaine loosened her hold on Christy and stood up with
Billy in her arms. She descended the steps and walked toward
the group.
The captain looked up and said, “Ma’am, we’ve got him.
We’ve got your husband.”
“Is…is he…?”
“He’s alive. He’s hurt pretty bad, but he is alive and
conscious. I’ve got an ambulance coming.”
Elaine took a deep breath. ”I want to see him.”
The captain said, “It’s a pretty ugly sight, ma’am. Maybe
you want to wait….or at least don’t bring the little ones…” he
looked from Billy to Christy, who had followed her mother.
Elaine looked around at the neighbors who had come out
when they heard the sirens. Her eyes met those of Margery
Holmes, a next door neighbor and friend. Margery stepped to
Elaine’s side and said. “Here, I’ll take the children, Elaine. You
go tend to your husband. Christy and Billy can stay with us
tonight so that you can go to the hospital.”
“Oh, thank you, Marge. I’ll call you as soon as I know
anything.” She handed Billy to Margery, and gave Christy a
little push toward the neighbor. “You go with Mrs. Holmes
now, Christy. I’m going to go with your daddy to the hospital.”
Christy turned and grabbed her mother’s arm but Elaine
dislodged her fingers, bent down and looked the frightened
child in the eyes.
"It's going to be alright, Christy. I promise." She kissed her
on the forehead, then turned her around and gave her a slight
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push toward Mrs. Holmes. Christy took a step toward Mrs.
Holmes and said in a small voice,
"I can't sleep at your house. I need my bunny ‘jamas."
Mrs. Holmes smiled and said, "Of course you do....and
your little brother needs some things too. You'll come with me
and help me pack some things for you both, won't you?"
Christy looked at Billy, nestling in Mrs. Holmes’ arms,
then at her mother who was standing next to the ambulance
where they were loading a stretcher into the back. Daddy. As
she watched, the scorched figure on the gurney turned its head
and looked straight at her. She shivered and stepped behind
Mrs. Holmes, who took that as a sign that Christy was ready to
cooperate. She turned and led the girl toward the house. Christy
stumbled along beside Mrs. Holmes, feeling her father's stare
bore into her back all the way.
Christy wandered through the house with Mrs. Holmes.
She slipped her pajamas from beneath her pillow. Mrs. Holmes
packed them with some clothes from her dresser into a large
brown paper bag. Then they went to Billy’s room where Mrs.
Holmes had left the baby sleeping and packed clothes for him,
too. Christy carried the bag while Mrs. Holmes brought Billy
and his playpen.
When they got outside, Mr. Holmes met them in the yard.
“What on earth happened here, Marge?”
“I’m not sure. Tom’s garage started on fire and he was
trapped inside. Elaine went with him to the hospital so I told
her we’d take the children.”
Jeff Holmes looked at the smoldering ruin of the garage,
the remains of the station wagon visible in the rubble. He
shook his head.
“What a mess.” He looked down at Christy and smiled,
“So, you’re going to stay with us tonight, hmm?” Christy
nodded solemnly. Mr. Holmes took the playpen from his wife
and led the way back to the house.
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Later, after Mrs. Holmes had given her some supper and
fed Billy, Christy changed into her pajamas in the bathroom.
She spotted a matchbook sitting on the toilet tank when she
was brushing her teeth. She stopped and set her toothbrush on
the sink, then picked up the matchbook.
She struck the match on the strip and the smell of sulfur
filled the bathroom, but the match didn’t light. She tried it
again and was rewarded with a burst of flame. She looked into
the fire intently, watching the way it undulated in the air
currents. Fire. She watched the gold and orange flame consume
the matchstick and thought of how the fire she’d started in the
garage had made the rats run in fear. She let it burn until the
tips of her fingers were singed, and then dropped it into the
toilet.
There was a knock at the bathroom door. “Christy!
Christy, what are you doing in there?”
“Just brushing my teeth.” Christy answered, quickly
picking up her toothbrush and sticking it into her mouth.
“I thought I smelled something...”
Christy looked around, panicked, then picked up the
aerosol spray freshener and sprayed wildly around the room.
Mrs. Holmes knocked again and then opened the door, looking
around suspiciously for a moment.
“Come on, Christy. You should be in bed by now.”
Christy allowed the woman to lead her to the spare
bedroom where Billy’s playpen had been set up. The old iron
bedstead in the corner was so much higher than Christy’s little
bed at home that Mrs. Holmes had to lift her up so that she
could scramble onto the white chenille bedspread. Mrs. Holmes
sat on the edge and pulled down the spread and blankets so that
Christy could slide beneath. She bent over and kissed Christy’s
forehead.
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“Sleep well. Should I leave a light on?”
Christy nodded. Mrs. Holmes got up and checked once
more on Billy, then left the room, being careful to leave the
door ajar so that Christy could see the light in the hall.
Christy lay looking at the light and remembering the
events of the day: Rocking with her mother and Billy; her
father's anger; the flames of the candles and the wall of fire
when the paint in the garage ignited; her father’s stare as he
was being loaded into the ambulance. It was a long time before
she got any sleep.
The next morning Mama came to get Christy and Billy.
She looked pale and tired and had a bruise on the side of her
face where Daddy had hit her the night before. She hugged
Christy so tight that it hurt before thanking the Holmes’s and
taking the children home. Christy was surprised to see Grandpa
Bob and Grandma Evelyn, her mother’s parents, sitting in the
living room with Aunt Lucy.
Lucy Harlow was her mama’s older sister and was what
folks in town called “an old maid schoolteacher.” She wore
bright red lipstick, cut her own hair very short and drove,
everybody said, “like a maniac.” She had taught the sixth grade
at Middleton Central School for as long as Christy could
remember and had several cats. Now, she strode across the
living room to Christy and put an arm around her niece. “Chris,
why don’t we go upstairs and fix your hair?”
Christy looked at Grandpa Bob and Grandma Evelyn, but
Grandma had taken Billy from Mama and the two women were
talking, and Grandpa was talking on the telephone, so Christy
let herself be led upstairs to her bedroom.
Once there, Aunt Lucy took down the braids Mrs. Holmes
had tried to make and brushed Christy's hair briskly until it
crackled. Then she started re-braiding one side as she said,
"Chris, you and I are going to have an adventure together."
"We are?"
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"Yes, we are,” Lucy said firmly. "Since your daddy is
going to be laid up for a long while and won't be able to work,
your mother will have to get a job to pay the bills. So, you're
going to stay with me through the summer, since I don't have to
go back to work until the end of August. What do you think
about that? We'll pick strawberries and go to the library and
maybe even the big museum in the city. Would you like that?"
Christy didn't know what to say. She didn't know her aunt
very well, but as she looked at this older version of her mother
- with her short hair, Capri slacks and jangly charm bracelet,
Christy decided she wanted to learn. She smiled and nodded,
"yes."
"Good! That's settled then. Let's get a few of your things
packed." Aunt Lucy wasn't one to waste any time. When they
finished packing all of Christy's play clothes and shoes into a
box, Christy put her favorite doll and doll blanket on top and
said,
"What about Billy? Is he coming with us?"
"No, your brother is going to stay with Grandma and
Grandpa in East Cloverton. That way your mama can
concentrate on helping your daddy get well. I think we've got
everything you need here, Chris. Let's go downstairs and I'll
put this in the car. We'll have dinner here and then go to my
house, OK?"
"OK." Christy was intrigued, if a little nervous, about
going to stay with her aunt. She hadn't seen her much, except
for holidays and once in awhile at church. Christy thought it
had something to do with her father - he'd made disparaging
remarks about Mama's family now and then, but she didn't
know the details.
Dinner was a quiet meal. The adults didn't want to talk
about the extent of Tom's injuries in front of Christy, but it was
on all of their minds. Paralyzed from the waist down; hands
and face badly burned; in 1973 these things were not easily
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mended, even when the victim had been in his prime
physically, the way Tom had been. Things were definitely
going to change forever for this family.
Elaine looked at Christy sitting across the table, dutifully
eating her dinner and thought back to the night before when
Christy had confessed to starting the fire. Elaine understood her
hiding in the garage, but why light candles? She didn't
understand, but at the moment she felt overwhelmed by her
situation and couldn't take on any more. She would have to talk
to Christy about it some other time.
After dinner she walked Lucy and Christy out to Lucy's
1957 Bel Aire coupe. She hunkered down to Christy's level and
hugged her.
"Be brave, my little Half-Pint. I know that you'll be a good
girl for your aunt Lucy and she'll take good care of you for me.
Remember that I love you and you'll be back home soon."
Christy nodded, her throat too swollen with emotion to say
anything but, "I love you, Mama." Then she threw her arms
around her mother's neck and hugged her, the smell of lilies
and baby powder still in her nose when Aunt Lucy pulled out
of the drive and onto the street.
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