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was a woman who wore her hair short, wore no make-up whatsover, and spoke in a gruff voice. She looked, 

walked, and talked like a man, and she hung out with other women like her. A lesbian was not the soft, 

feminine, sensual goddess that Tabitha was. Lesbians wore plaid shirts, blue jeans, and work boots. They 

drove trucks plastered with rainbow and pink triangle stickers that told the whole world they were lesbians . 

Nelly knew because Alfie had told her. He had called them "dykes", but not in a mean-spirited way. Once 

after Nelly and Alfie had seen a group of "dykes" in a coffee shop, she asked him, "If they are attracted to 

women, why do they dress and talk like men?" 

"Not all of them do. It's just that the bull dykes are the most noticeable. Also, I think the 'fern' look died 

out in the eighties. I think it's a shame. Women don't know how lucky they are to be so beautiful." 

Nelly looked down at her body in the bathtub. She was pudgier around the middle. The skin on her knees 

and elbows was less elastic, less supple. Age spots dotted her hands. A few varicose veins were on her legs. 

There were even some around her feet and ankles. Still, she looked pretty good for fifty-four. She took care of 

her face. There were some wrinkles on her face, but not that many. She could squeeze into size six pants. She 

was still agile. She often walked, and she could still bend down and pick things up. Her back was still 

straight. She looked better than Catherine, who was eight years her junior. 

Speak of the devil. The phone rang. Catherine must want to know if Nelly was going to church. Twelve 

rings, a minute of silence, then eight rings more. "Go away," said Nelly. 

She stayed in the bathtub for an hour, adding hot water every now and then. She let her hands explore her 

body. Never in her life had she experienced such pleasure. She almost forgot who she was. 

The next day Nelly returned to the mall. 

Where was Tabitha? Only the tall woman stood behind the register. She smiled at Nelly. Her teeth were 

large and yellow. She probably drank a pot of coffee a day and smoked Marlboros. 

"May I help you?" The tall woman walked towards her. There was a run in her stocking, near her knee. She 

wore scuffed white heels. It was almost two months after Labor Day. Something sharp poked Nelly's back. 

She turned around to find a nearly empty rack. She didn't know she had retreated that far. 

The tall woman smelled like several ashtrays. Her brass nametag said, "Pauline - Department Manager. II 

"That's okay, Pauline." 

"Are you looking for Tabitha? She has the day off. I'd be glad to help you." 

"That's okay.Thank you." Nelly turned around and walked as fast as she could. Her face and ears were on 



fire. How did that tall woman know? Tabitha must have told her. 

How embarrassing. But if Tabitha told her, wasn't that a good sign? Didn't it mean that Tabitha had been 

expecting her all along? That Tabitha had been looking forward to her visit? 

When Nelly walked outside, the wind bit her face and ears.Goosebumps popped up on her arms. Her teeth 

chattered. In the warm haven of the Lincoln, she gasped. 

"Oh no! My flowers!" 

That afternoon, the kitchen phone rang as Nelly walked through the back door. "Hello?" 

"Hi, Nell. Where have you been?" 

"Catherine, I forgot to cover my flowers up. The frost killed thenl." 

"Nelly!" 

"I tried to save them, but it was too late. All that's left are six roses on one bush and a dozen asters. Maybe 

I can make a dried flower arrangement with the remains." 

''I'm so sorry. I don't remember you ever forgetting to tend those flowers. That's so unlike you." 

"I've had a lot of things on my mind. I haven't been myself lately." She sat down at the kitchen table and 

pulled off her shoes. 

"What's wrong, hon?" 

"I miss Alfred. My flowers are gone. I can already feel Winter gnawing at my bones." 

"Isn't that the truth? Nelly, you must remember this. 'Seek, and ye shall find. Asketh, and you shall be 

answered.' Or something like that. Reverend Xavier preached on those verses. I can't even remember if 

they're from Matthew or Mark. I can't remember anything anymore." 

"I remember everything. Everything seems like it happened yesterday." Nelly took off her dirty jeans and 

massaged her knees. 

"Why don't you come over and eat supper with me and James tonight? It's too much trouble to cook for 

one." 

"Maybe another time, Catherine. I'm exhausted." 

"I worry about you spending so much time by yourself. I wish you had kids." 

"Alfred and I didn't want kids. I don't think we would have made good parents." 

"Nonsense !" 

"Besides, we had too much fun by ourselves. We enjoyed a world that was all our own. Some things 



you don't want to share with anyone. I'm going to take a nap now. Bye." 

Nelly woke up crying. She could not remember the contents of her nightmare, but it had something to do 

with Alfred, Tabitha, and that nasty Pauline. She scrambled out of the bed and into the bathroom. She turned 

on the bathtub faucets and crumbled the salvaged roses over the water. She hugged her inflatable pillow. She 

sat in the bathtub a long time after the water lost its heat. 

It was nine o'clock in the morning. She put on the blue dress and the black stockings. She hadn't slept all 

night, not after that nightmare. Two hours ago, she brought a bottle of White Zinfandel back to the bedroom. 

The bottle was empty now, and she was still wide awake. 

She watched the early morning national news, the early morning local news, Good Morning America, and 

flipped through channels. She was exhausted and maybe a wee bit tipsy, but she was okay. She had a bad 

dream, but it was alright now. She was making important discoveries about herself. She had unearthed some 

things that had been buried deep inside her. It was a scary process. "Change is scary," Alfred used to say, 

"but it's necessary." All was not lost, all had been found. She could start her flower garden again the spring. 

Nelly went over to the liquor cabinet. It was empty except for a few wine bottles and some Smirnoff. She 

poured some orange juice into a glass and added just a smidgin of vodka. She was not much of a drinker, and 

she had forgotten how much fun it was. 

She picked up the phone book. She looked up Bloomingdale's number. 

"May I speak to Tabitha?" 

"Tabitha Ullman? Sure, I'll transfer you. May I ask who's calling?" 

"Nelly Tomlinson." Now why did she tell that woman her name? She had only called to hear 

Tabitha sigh "hello." Nelly hung up. 

"Ullman Tabitha" was listed in the phone book. Nelly dialed the number. After four rings, the 

answering machine picked up. "Hi!" said Tabitha. "I can't make it to the phone right now, but if you'll 

leave your name and number, I will return your calL Thank you." Beep. Nelly hung up, then dialed 

the number again. And again. And again. 

Nelly woke up after dreaming of the ocean. The clock on the nightstand said "5:00." It was already dark 

outside. She thought about fixing dinner, but wasn't all that hungry. She did not have a smidgin of a 

hangover. In fact, she felt good enough to go shopping. 



She added 'vixen' color to her lips and put on her pearls. She looked like she had spent a restful weekend 

on the beach. She looked like she had risen from the ocean in a danl-shell. 

"Does Tabitha work today?" Nelly asked the girl behind the counter. 

"Is Tabitha the woman with the black hair and pale skin?" 

"Yes, that's her." 

The brunette girl gnawed on her pencil. "I know I saw her today," she mumbled. "I think she was 

transferred to the lingerie department downstairs. You might want to check down there." 

"Thank you so much!" Nelly felt like doing cartwheels. Perhaps Tabitha had moved to the lingerie 

department to wait for Nelly, to seize the moment, to carpe diem. Tabitha awaited her among satin and silk 

and lace. No, that was ridiculous. 

IIOomph." She bumped into a man in a khaki uniform. A security guard! She hoped the Altoids hid the 

alcohol on her breath. Get a hold of yourself, Nell. 

"Pardon me." The security guard looked sleepy. He smiled at her. "I didn't mean to bump into you, 

ma'am." He was in his thirties, like Tabitha, but with brown hair and glasses. His glasses were tinted, but 

Nelly could see him wink at her. "Are you looking for something or someone? Maybe I could help you out. II 

"No, young man, I think I know what I'm after. Thank you." She swallowed and walked by. Was it just 

her imagination? Was he crazy? Was she crazy? 

She looked back at him. He stood there with his arms crossed, rocking back and forth on his feet. He 

winked at her again. What gall! What nerve! She had to admire him for it. She nodded in his direction, then 

hurried to the escalator. Men still wanted her. How funny. 

She felt slightly woozy on the escalator. She dosed her eyes. As soon as she got off, she saw the lingerie 

department. 

Lo and behold, the sweet creature was there. She wore a forest green sweater with her black, crushed 

velvet skirt. She wore the stockings and heels. Her hair was up in a French twist. 

"Tabitha! Hello!" 

Tabitha turned toward her. "Oh. Hi." 

"It's funny that you were transferred to the lingerie department. I need some new bras." 

"Do you need to be fitted?" 

Nelly's heart leaped in her chest. "As a matter of fact, I do." She smiled. 



Tabitha was silent for a minute. Finally, she said, "I tell you what. The first dressing room is unlocked. 

Go on in. I'll be in there in a minute." 

"Alright, Tabitha." 

When she closed the dressing room behind her, Nelly felt her knees trerrlble. Her heart was about to pop out 

of her chest. She peeled off her stockings. They were damp with sweat. As she took off the dress, she noticed 

wet spots under each arm. "Damn." She hoped she hadn't ruined her dress. She would have to take it to the 

cleaners. 

There was no reason to be nervous, really. Nelly took off her bra, but kept her panties and half-slip on in 

accordance with store policy. She laughed. Store policy! One day, she and Tabitha would violate policies 

they hadn't come up with yet. 

There was a knock on the door. "Hello, it's me," Tabitha said. 

Nelly caught a glimpse of herself in the mirror. An old lady stared back at her. She was bathed in sweat. 

There were bags under her bloodshoot eyes.Tabitha couldn't see her like this! And what the hell was 

she supposed to do when Tabitha came in, anyway? Ask her if she was a lesbian? 

"Hello? Ma' anl? Are you alright in there?" 

"No. I mean, yes. I'm not feeling so well." 

"Do you need a doctor?" 

"No, I'm okay." 

"Are you sure? I'll get someone to escort you out the door." 

"No, that's fine." 

"Alright. If you need anything, let me know." The whisper of Tabitha's shoes against the carpet 

grew softer and softer. 

Nelly collapsed onto the chair. She stuffed her wet pantyhose in her purse. She slipped her arms 

through the straps of the bra. Only a few minutes ago, her nipples had been diamonds embedded in 

roses. Now they sunk into her floppy breasts. 

Tabitha was talking in a low voice. Nelly stopped dressing and strained to hear. 

"I can't put my finger on it, but there's something about that woman that's not quite right," Tabitha said. 

"Maybe she's just lonely," said a voice, interrupted by a smoker's cough. "Maybe she just needs a 

hand to hold onto or a shoulder to cry on." 

"She nlentioned sonlething about her husband dying." 



"Yeah, I used to see them come in here when her husband was alive. Her husband was a classic 

closet fag. He had that prissy 'look at my ass' walk going on." Tabitha laughed. "He spoke with a lisp. He 

had a gay man's impeccable taste. He always helped her find the perfect outfit. I assumed that since he was a 

closet fag, she might be a closet case herself. She sure stares at you a lot." 

"You can have her. I prefer young, sane people with penises. Unlike you and that horny security 

guard, I'm not attracted to the lonely and decrepit." 

"Well, I'm going to check up on her. Poor thing." 

Tabitha giggled. "Is Pauline going to make her feel all better?" 

"Shut up." 

There was a knock at the door. The doorknob turned. Pauline stared down at Nelly. "Honey, you 

look terrible! Let me help you into your dress. I'll take you to the doctor." 

Pauline leaned over Nelly to fasten her bra. 

Nelly swallowed and gazed at the floor. Tears rolled down her face. 

"Your hair smells nice," she whispered. 



'-" 

Lunacy 

The moon was a huge ripe orange hanging in the sky. I could read "hukt on foniks werkt fer me" 

on Dave's shirt. We started walking down the hill to a store called the Pantry, open twenty-four 

hours. Several wine coolers had made me hungry for peanuts and Dave thirsty for Lemon Ice 

Gatorade. 

"It's bright as daylight out here," I said. 

"All the crazies come out during a full moon, Willa," Dave said. 

"Including us." I stumbled. He caught my arm. "Willa wobbles but she won't fall down." I 

hicoughed. 

"You can't possibly be drunk after four wine coolers," said Dave. 

"I'm not drunk, just a little tipsy. I don't drink all that much." 

We walked past a dozen brick apartment houses. "I hate delivering pizzas here," Dave said. 

"When you walk in, the stench of vomit attacks your nose." He pointed to the left. "There's a 

woman who lives there who thinks she's a witch. She wears long black dresses, even when it's 

ninety degrees out. She's got eight or nine cats. Once in a while she'll order a vegetarian pizza, 

and of course they send me out there. I always step in some cat shit." 

"I hate cats. Except for Zachary. He's just like a dog. When I come home, he rubs up against 

my leg and purrs. He jumps into my lap when I sit down " I trailed off. Someone was crying. 

"Do you hear that?" 

"Yeah. It's coming from the store." Now we were across the street from the store. A woman 

stood at the payphone. She wore a black skirt and a pink sweater. 

"I wonder what's happening," I said. 

"I don't. Let's get what we need and go." 

We walked across the street. The woman's sobs got louder. She kicked the base of the telephone 

with her black Western boots. She pulled her bleached hair. She screamed, "Oh God, please help 

me!" She dropped the phone and fell to her knees. 

Dave and I looked at each other. He started running, and I followed, two feet behind him. 



Dave picked up the dangling black phone receiver. "Hello? Something's wrong with your 

friend here. Hello?" 

I asked, "What's wrong, honey?" Another Dave, an arnbulance driver, once told me that 

calling people "honey," "baby," or "sweetie" soothes people in an emergency. I squatted next to 

her. 

She looked up at me. Her wide hazel eyes were bloodshot. Liquid eyeliner, mascara, and taupe 

eyeshadow smeared together with her tears. It looked like someone had punched her in both eyes. 

Her mascara traced her crow's feet and the bags under her eyes. Some dried blood stained her 

lower lip. She wore a huge gold hoop in her left ear. Her right ear was bare. 

"Did someone hurt you?" I asked. 

She grabbed my hand. "You've got to help me. I shouldn't be here. I should be at Lake 

Shore -- " 

"Did you escape from Lake Shore?" I asked. I sat down. Dave hung up the phone and ran inside. 

"No. I was released six months ago. I'm such a sinner. I've been so bad." She rambled 

incoherently. The only words I could understand were "parole officer," "theft," "son," and "foster 

home." She tightened her grip on my hand and pulled me toward her. She smelled like cheap 

perfume, Aqua Net, and menthols."Do you think God will forgive me?" Her eyes pleaded with 

mIne. 

"Honey, if there's a God, he or she or whatever it is, will forgive you." 

"You don't believe in God?" She asked incredulously. She wailed. She shook. Dave came back 

outside. 

I took both of her hands. "Do you need to pray?" I asked. She nodded. Dave picked up the 

phone. "Let's pray." 

Dave said, "Yeah, I'm at the Pantry on Sutherland Avenue, and there's a woman here who needs 

emergency aid." 

"What's your name, hon?" I asked. 

"Darla." 



"Darla, pray with me." She closed her eyes. Her trembling subsided. 

"Our Father, who art in heaven, hallowed be thy name," I said for the first time in six years. 

'-'" 
Dave said, "I don't know exactly what's wrong with her. She's very distraught and unstable. I 

think she's from Lake Shore." 

"Thy kingdom come, thy will be done, on earth as it is in heaven." 

"I don't know. She may be on drugs or something. All I know is that she needs some sort of 

help right away." 

"Give us this day our daily bread, and forgive us our trespasses. As we forgive those who 

trespass against us." 

"She was screaming and crying and shaking. She's calnled down, but she's white as a corpse." 

"And lead us not into temptation, but deliver us from evil. For thine is the kingdom, and the 

power, and the glory, forever and ever. Amen." 

"Amen," she said. I opened my eyes and released her hands. Her smile took years off her face. 

I saw what she looked like as a little girl. 

"We're right out in front of the store. They're on their way? Thanks. Bye." He hung up. "I 

got you some water." He handed Darla an Evian bottle. Sirens screamed in the distance. 

"Thank you. Will they tow my car?" There was only one car in the lot, a tan Chevette with 

a rainbow air freshener on the rear-view nrirror. 

"No, I don't think so," I said. Red and white lights sparkled down the street. "Help is on the 

way, Darla. See those lights?" 

She started to cry. "Oh, God, I don't want to go to jail again. Please don't let them take me." 

She clung to me. "I don't want to go!" 

The anlbulance swerved into the parking lot. Two emergency medical technicians jumped out. 

They wore white uniforms with several badges. The man said to his female partner in a low voice, 

"Oh, Lord. I've seen this one before." He cleared his throat. "Hello, honey," he said to Darla. 

"Remember me? I'm Pat. I was in the ambulance with you the last two times." 

"Yeah, I remember! I'm glad they sent someone I know." Pat helped Darla off her knees. 



Dave had moved from the phone to Darla's car. He was talking to the female EMT. "She'll be 

fine," she said. "We'll send someone to pick her car up." 

"Hey!" shouted Darla. "I didn't get your names." 

"I'm Willa, and that's Dave." Dave and the EMT were still talking. 

"Thank you, Willa and Dave. I appreciate it. I'll pray for you both." 

Two seconds later, Darla was in the back of the ambulance. We could see each other through 

the porthole windows. She mouthed "thank you" and smiled. The ambulance drove away. Its 

lights flashed, its sirens sounded, but it didn't speed this time. 

"Did you get that EMT's number?" I kidded Dave. 

"She's married, dammit." He shook his head. "Every time I go out, something like this happens. 

All the lunatics know exactly when I go out, where 1'm going, and at least one of them, if not 

more, will meet me there. They must tell all the single women to stay home. 'We can't leave Dave 

alone, can't let him meet any girls!'" He described several wacky encounters from the door 

to the snack aisle to the magazine rack. A magazine on the top rack distracted him from his rant. 

I walked to the end of the snack aisle. There was a display of cheap plastic plaques. "God 

Bless This Mess." "Our House is Homespun with Love." "Southern by the Grace of God." 

Sure enough, there was "Footprints," that poem about the man and God walking on the sand 

together. From time to time the man sees one set of footprints instead of two. He asks God 

why he deserted him in his time of need, and God says, "I didn't desert you, I carried you." 

I paid four twenty-six for that plaque, including tax. I asked the clerk for a paper bag. "I'll 

be waiting outside," I told Dave. 

I went to the phone booth. I leaned against the wall. I stared at the sky. The moon had grown 

bigger, rounder, like it had fattened itself on the stars. The moon's reflection gleamed in the 

plastic. It filled the words of "Footprints" with its orange glow. It lit up the buttons on the 

telephone. 

Laying)Jn the chrome counter next to the phone was one huge gold hoop earring. I smelled it. 

It had no trace of cheap perfume, no trace of hairspray. I put it in my ear anyway. 



"Willa?" Dave said. "Willa?" 

I leaned "Footprints" against the back plate of the phone booth. The next person who used this 

phone would be able to read it in the the glow of the blinking flourescent light, or perhaps in the 

light of a full orange moon, on a night like this. 



Miracle at Christmas 

There aren't any girls at the Franklin Academy. Sometimes I wish I attended public school, but I 

can't complain too much. I see girls all the time. Girls live in my neighborhood, girls shop at 

stores in the malls, girls watch movies in theaters. This summer, girls laid on lawn chairs beside 

the Graymere Country Club Pool. Those girls soaked up sun and flirted with muscular twenty 

year-old lifeguards as I lingered in the pool to hide my erection. I see two dozen girls every night 

when I stare at the Penthouse I stole a few months ago. Every face and every ass, every breast 

and every pussy, every strand of hair have committed themselves to my memory. I've gazed at it 

so many times, it makes my orgasm feel flat. 

Other guys tower above me, talk in deep voices, and grow fuzz above their lip. They kick my ass 

in soccer and football, and my dick is probably half the size of theirs. Some of these guys lost their 

virginity long ago. After soccer practice, guys only a year or two older than me talk of Candices, 

Heathers, Britneys who give head and fuck. I try to ignore those guys, but I feel their eyes on my 

back until one of them asks me, IIHey, Nicky, gotta girlfriend?" I tell them about Elizabeth, the 

gorgeous red-head who goes to a boarding school in Virginia, and what an incredible fuck she is. 

But I know they know I'm lying, and they know that I know that they know. 

A gorgeous red-headed Elizabeth really exists. I've never fucked her, but we write to each other. 

She goes to my mother's old church, the Pocusville Pentecostal in Alabama. 

My mother, father, and I go to visit my mother's parents in Pocusville several times a year. My 

parents picked nle up from the Academy last Christmas, and about an hour after we were on I-59. 

I-59 scenery consists of trees, a few junkyards, trees, dead possums, trees. I fell asleep. 

Four hours later, I stumbled out of the van onto the dirt driveway, and Grandma and Gramps ran 

out of the house to meet us. 

Grandma almost swept me off the ground with her hug. 

"Oh, Nicky, you're growing up so fast! Aunt Bobbie and Uncle Ray are coming, and Uncle 

Herb and Aunt Ruby, and Uncle lB. I got a roast beef in the oven, mashed potatoes and gravy, 

cornbread -- " 

"Sounds good," I said. 

"After dinner, Reverend Truman and June are coming over to play Rook with me and your 

Gramps. And they're bringing over Elizabeth." Grandma winked at me. "That Elizabeth's turning 

out to be a mighty pretty girl. It 

"Oh, Grandma," I groaned, trying to conceal any excitement in my voice. 



I hugged aunts and uncles, played with my little cousins Julie and Clay. I drummed my fingers 

on the table. I answered questions like "How's school?" and "Are you still making good grades?" I 

~ gulped down my dinner, washed it down with three glasses of milk, and ate blueberry pie for 

dessert. I glanced at the clock again and again. I sat on the front porch swing, "reading" Stranger 

in a Strange Land. I peered over the edge of my book as the Reverend's blue Plymouth crawled up 

the driveway. All my relatives appeared on the front porch to say hello to the Reverend Truman 

and his wife June, my grandparents' best friends. 

Their daughter, Elizabeth, wore her tomato-red hair down behind her shoulders. Her skin, which 

had been dotted by pimples last sumn1er, was now sprinkled with faint freckles. Her breasts were 

bigger, and as she walked up the steps I caught a split-second glimpse of cleavage under her 

button-down sweater. She wore a wool skirt that was not tight, but her perfect thighs swelled 

against the wool. She saw me and smiled, revealing her chipped front tooth. Still, she did not look 

real, she looked shimmery, like a Penthouse centerfold. She said, "Oh, Nick, it's so good to see 

you!" and hugged me. If she felt my hard-on when she hugged me, she did not show any signs of 

disgust. As she hugged my aunts and my mother, they all smiled at her. Some smiles were real, 

some fake. As she shook the hands of my uncles and my father, they let their eyes follow the 

shape of her face and body briefly, then looked away. 

Before my grandparents and their friends went into the kitchen to play Rook, Grandma reached 

~ into the hall closet and took out a dusty checkerboard. She gave the checkerboard to Elizabeth and 

me. My parents, aunts, and uncles talked and laughed on the porch. They were enjoying the mild 

Alabama December. 

Elizabeth and I didn't finish our checker game. As we talked over the checkerboard, I 

concentrated on her chipped tooth to remind myself that she was real, and that this goddess was 

actually talking to me. Her voice soothed me. Her eyes fascinated me, they were almost as big and 

inviting as her breasts. She told me that she had never left Powell County in her entire life. The 

farthest she had ever traveled was about twenty miles from her house, to downtown Fayette. Her 

parents disapproved of her desire to travel and her preference for popular songs over Christian 

gospel hymns. She asked me a hundred questions about the Franklin Academy, and I watched her 

pupils dilate as I told her about Atlanta and New York, Boston, Seattle, Houston, and other cities I 

had visited. I scooted a little closer to her on the couch, and I was about to reach for her hand 

when the Rook-players barged into the living room. Elizabeth and I jumped to our feet. 

When she hugged me good-bye, I was too concerned about my boner against her leg to enjoy the 

feel of her breasts pressed against me, her hot breath on my neck. 

A few minutes later, after saying perfunctory good-nights, I raced up to the bathroom, touched 



my teeth with my toothbrush, jumped into my pajamas and into bed. I reached under the covers 

and into my pajamas, about to jerk off, when I heard a little voice whisper, 

"Nicky, I think there's a monster under my bed." 

I looked at Julie, clutching Boo-Boo, her bear. "Will you check and see if there are monsters 

under my bed?" 

Dammit. Why was she still awake? Clay lay on a fold-out bed next to her empty twin bed. His 

breathing was slow and heavy. 

I got on the floor and peeked under her bed. Though it was dark and I couldn't see anything, I 

knew it wouldn't matter to my little cousin. "No monsters, II I whispered. Julie smiled, reached 

out to me for a hug, then crawled back up into her bed. I lay in my bed long after she fell asleep, 

but there was no use. My erection could not be saved. I was as soft as Boo-Boo bear. 

Elizabeth wore a long, emerald, silken green gown. It was transparent. I saw her 

nipples, her breasts, her navel, her pubic hair, everything. She smiled and purred, "Nicholas, 

come fuck me." 

Right when she said "fuck," I knew I was dreaming. I walked slowly over to her, slow because 

my dream wouldn't let me sprint. I wrapped my arms around her, and her gown fell off. We were 

both naked, and I began to kiss her neck. 

My dream vanished. Instead of feeling Elizabeth, I felt a strange earthquake, centralized in my 

bed. I opened my eyes to see Julie and Ray, Jr., jumping on my bed. 

"Hey," I grumbled. "Stop it." 

"It's cartoon time!" shouted little Ray. 

"Saturday morning cartoons, cartoons, cartoons! II sang Julie. 

I covered my eyes with my arm. They begged me to watch cartoons with them, and I gave in to 

the little brats. 

All that Saturday I babysat those kids as the women in the family went shopping. The men of the 

household invited me to fishing with them, but I refused. Even though I knew Elizabeth couldn't 

drive, I still hoped that she would drop by. Maybe she had a bike or an older girlfriend who would 

drop her off. 

I colored, played hide-and-seek, made peanut butter and jelly sandwiches. Being a wellspring of 

fun was both tiring and lonely. I missed Elizabeth, and at one point I gave her my silent apology 

for all the false things I ever said about her to my classmates in the locker room, for all my lewd 

dreams and fantasies that would shock and repulse her if she knew about them. I even gave her my 

sincere promise that if she came over, I would never do in church what I had done this past 

summer. 



I groaned inwardly at the thought of sitting in church, watching old people and a few younger 

fall to the floor and claim to II get the spirit. If In Atlanta, we attended the First Episcopalian Church, 

which maintained an admirable degree of dignity. The First Episcopalian Church also contained 

many of my parents' friends. The Pocus ville Pentecostal Church was not 

about dignity, but about showmanship and showing your true faith in Jesus Christ. All on my 

mother's side of the family acted the part of true believers, "channels of the spirit," as the 

Reverend said. 

I usually sat in the back pew, where I could avoid getting the spirit. Sometimes I sneaked in a 

good book, sometimes dozed. But the most remarkable thing had happened just this past summer, 

when I first insisted on sitting in the back pew. "He's at that difficult age, when he's too ashamed 

of his parents to sit with them," I overheard my mother say. 

Yes, I was at "that difficult age," but I had discovered something that made life worth living. 

This past summer I had first noticed Elizabeth. She had been wearing a sundress that made her 

breasts look huge and showed off her legs, which would have been enough. But there was more. 

She had gotten caught in the rain, and I could see through the top on her dress! She sat a few pews 

up with her arms crossed and her cheeks red. I began to feel myself up beneath my raincoat. I'm 

not sure how or why, but I knew I was onto something when I began to stroke my dick up and 

down, my fist curled in a pleasant degree of pressure. When I achieved my first orgasm right there 

in the Pocus ville Pentecostal Church, I went through the ceiling and my surroundings disappeared. 

A scream sent me crashing back down to earth. I looked around in terror. I just knew that 

someone, probably that old Miss Aggie, would be staring at me with wide eyes and an open 

mouth. 

Miss Aggie's eyes were wide, her mouth was open, but she was looking up at the stained glass 

window. The old, mentally disturbed woman was pitching a screaming and crying fit. "Praise the 

Lord, praise the Lord," said Reverend Truman. Then he started speaking in tongues: "babalooshka 

baballa rodenko myo hoben fagen nieven levin." Other members of the congregation "got the 

spirit" too. 

No one noticed the fourteen year-old with beads of sweat rolling down his forehead. I sneaked 

to the bathroom to examine and clean off the sticky liquid that had flowed out. I had found a 

channel for my own spirit, all right. 

I waited all day for Elizabeth to show up, but of course she didn't come. I went to bed early 

that night before I could relieve any tensions. 

The next day, I was awakened once more, this time by Grandma for Sunday Christmas Eve 

services. I thought about jerking off in the back pew during the ride to the church. I sure could do 

could use it today. I hadn't jerked off since Thursday night, and I was dying. 

But this was Christmas Eve, I kept telling myself. 



As we pulled into the church driveway, I was still arguing with myself. If an orgasm is not an 

intense spiritual experience, then what is? If an orgasm cannot make you thank and praise 

God, what can? 

~ But this is church. And what if I got caught? I would never live it down. People throughout 

Alabama, perhaps throughout the South, would refer to me as "that boy who got caught playing 

with himself in church on Christmas Eve," If I didn't make the local newspaper, I would certainly 

make The Weekly World News. I would have to move to Indonesia or Africa, far away from the 

Western world, and change my name. 

I entered the country church. I almost sensed God and Jesus Christ glaring down at me. I was 

going to hell, and there was nothing I could do about it. 

The Reverend thanked everybody for coming. Elizabeth turned and flashed me her smile. She sat 

in the front with all the other righteous, upright people, away from gross sinners like me. For 

once, I was glad she was not close. I was eternally damned. Please forgive me God, I thought. 

Will You please forgive me? 

After five minutes of intense begging, I tried to reason with God. (Not like that's ever been 

proven to work, but I tried anyway.) I dropped a five-dollar bill in the collection plate. See? I'm 

not a bad person, really, I don't think. And I'm fourteen years old. I'm supposed to be horny, 

Lord. You made me that way. 

"We've got a lot of praising and singing to do," said the Reverend. 

The farther away from the front of the church you are, the closer to the front of the church you 

........ need to be. The back pews seat church-goers with something to hide. On the row in front of me 

sits Lulu, a butterball who eats a dozen Snickers during the service. She carries the candybars in 

her handbag, and when she thinks no one else is looking, she eats those Snickers in one bite each. 

There's also Mr. Malfried, who sits on the same row as Lulu but on the opposite pew. Mr. 

Malfried stares at the young girls in pretty dresses, and he looks at Elizabeth more than any other 

girl. He might do the same thing I have done in these back rows. I try not to think about it. Miss 

Aggie sits in the back with her sister, Miss Polly. Sometimes when Miss Polly thinks no one else 

is looking, she pinches Miss Aggie on the back of the neck. One time she whacked Miss Aggie 

with the songbook pretty hard, left a long red welt on her neck. No wonder Miss Aggie has 

problems. I never say anything about it. What goes around comes around. I won't give anyone 

a chance to tattle on me. 

The Reverend Truman announced that his daughter Elizabeth would lead the choir and the 

congregation of the Pocusville Pentecostal Church in "singing the hymns that commemorate the 

birth of our Lord, Jesus Christ. II I got a little paranoid when Elizabeth smiled at me, but I couldn't 

control it. I had my dick out under my coat and I started. 

It didn't help that the first song she sang was "0 Come, All Ye Faithful." I mouthed the words 



the best I could while I jerked off. 

My coat irritated my balls. I knew I was about to come, so I pulled my coat back a little. Right 

after everybody sang, "Joy to the world, the Lord has come,1I I can1e. Paranoia set in when I 

realized my dick and coat are dry. Terror shortly arrived thereafter, when old Miss Aggie clamped 

her hand on the back of her head, where my wad landed, and screamed. 

I grabbed my zipper and yanked it up, but my dick got caught in my zipper. I yelped, and I 

almost stood up to fix the problem. Realizing what I almost did, I fell onto the floor, but not before 

I saw Lulu squeeze her Snickers bar so hard it ±lew out of her hand and knocked off Mr. 

Flannigan's toupee. 

As I writhed in pain and tried to fix my zipper, I heard screams, laughter, and crying. I fixed my 

zipper, and I crawled up on the pew. Elizabeth was crying. Her shining moment as choir and 

congregation songleader had been ruined, and I wanted to hug and kiss her, tell her it doesn't 

matter. 

A woman in the choir fainted. The Reverend began to "talk in tongues." A dozen others, 

including my aunts Ruby and Bobbie, followed his example. Gramps stared at everybody around 

him, as did my father. Tears rolled down faces, and Aggie slowed her screaming. 

After the pandemonium finally ceased, the Reverend stopped babbling and stepped up to the 

pulpit. "Brothers and sisters of the Pocusville Pentecostal Church, I want to declare a Christmas 

Eve miracle. Every single one of us in this congregation today, from Miss Aggie to Nick 

Thurman, from Ruby Kindergard to our beloved choir singer Lucretia Hamilton -- every single 

one of us found the spirit of Jesus Christ. Every single one of us got spirit sin1ultaneously, on 

Christmas Eve." 

Most of the congregation cheered. Mr. Flanigan crawled around on his hands and knees, 

searching for his toupee. My mother turned around, gazing at me with a newfound respect for her 

previously unreligious son. I felt a soft hand grab mine.! turned to see Elizabeth sitting next to me. 

A hundred or more people showed up for Christmas Day services. I suspected the Reverend had 

been advertising the llmiracle" that occurred the day before. Sure enough, there was another 

coming of the spirit of the Lord. Miss Aggie started screaming once again, but I didn't follow this 

time. 

Elizabeth and her parents came over for Christmas dinner, and after dinner Elizabeth and I went 

walking. I asked her, IIWhat do you think about those miracles?" 

She surprised me. "If Daddy starts talking tongues, he's ready to call anything a miracle. II 

"Are you saying that you Dad fakes knowing tongues? 

IINot really. II Elizabeth sighed. III don't know what to believe anymore. I think if somebody 

could translate that language or whatever it is Dad babbles when something exciting happens, I 



might have less doubt." 

At the end of our walk, Elizabeth hugged me. As I felt her breasts press into my chest, her breath 

against my neck, I turned her cheek towards me. The Reverend's daughter surprised me again by 

kissing me on the lips, then again, then again, until I felt her tongue melt in my mouth. 
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