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DIRT 

 

Chapter 1 

  

 

Sammy Larkin reached his thirteenth birthday two months before his world changed 

forever. For Sammy, every day pretty much mirrored the day before. He managed to get 

through each one never hoping for much and never expecting it either. Everything just was. 

Except this day would be like none ever before.  

  “Oh, no.” He dropped the sheet hanging over the window, grabbed his overalls from 

where he had dropped them on the floor before falling into bed last night, and pulled them on. 

Shirtless, he hurried out of his room, his bare feet slapping hard on the wood floor. He 

glanced at Birdie‟s tiny room, which had at one time been a closet; his younger sister‟s cot 

empty. “Pa is gonna be mad, I promised I‟d be up early to work.”  Dawn had come and gone 

long ago. He spun toward his parents‟ room, two steps away. The door stood closed.  He 

frowned, couldn't remember their bedroom door ever being shut this late in the morning 

By this time, everyone would be up and out the door for chores, Sundays included. 

The smell of his ma‟s coffee would have filled the house. He sniffed the stale air. The familiar 

smell of coffee was absent, not even the sound of chatter came from the kitchen. In fact, the 

house was unnaturally quiet. He brushed his dark hair out of his eyes.  He hesitated briefly, 

and then knocked.  “Ma? Pa?” No answer came from behind the closed door. He grabbed the 

door knob and threw open the door.  The old iron bed was made, a faded quilt spread across 

the sagging mattress.  A small collection of clothes hung neatly on the pegs against the wall.  
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Sammy didn‟t understand why he felt a sense of wrongness settling over him. His ma and pa 

wouldn‟t be in their room this time of mornin‟ anyway. Nothin‟ to be worryin‟ about.  

Nothin‟ but a tongue lashing for not being up when he promised. 

He spun around and rushed down the stairs, careful to avoid the one near the top that 

creaked, jumped over the last step and took a quick look around as he raced through the dark 

parlor. His ma would be havin‟ a word or two with him for runnin‟ in the house. Sammy 

never seemed to slow down; always runnin‟ from one thing to another.  He covered the short 

distance through the room in seconds. The sheet still hung on the lone window where his ma 

had put it last night, two rocking chairs flanking the potbelly stove stood as shadows against 

gray walls that hadn‟t seen a coat of paint in as long as he could remember.  The couch, 

covered with a threadbare quilt, sat beneath a wall covered with old family photographs. No 

other adornments decorated the sad room. Sammy took in the quiet, empty room with all its 

familiarity as he raced through the house. 

His bare feet skidded to a stop in the doorway of the kitchen where he found Birdie 

sitting at the table. She chewed on a slice of old bread.  They called her Birdie because her 

mouth was always going, asking for more to eat, like a little bird. But she never seemed to 

grow. At seven, she looked more like a four-year-old. She was shorter than her friends and 

thin as a reed, with tiny hands and feet.  Her curly auburn hair framed a pale oval face 

dominated by large, gray eyes, and a sprinkling of freckles across her cheeks and nose. 

Her head bounced up when she heard Sammy in the doorway.  Her lips turned down 

into a frown. “I can‟t find Momma and Daddy and I‟m hungry.  I been waitin‟ forever and 

ever. How come Momma‟s not here fixin' breakfess?” 
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“Don‟t know, Birdie,” Sammy said. He wondered how long Birdie had really been 

waiting. He decided not to ask. “I was supposed to be up helpin‟ Pa. Did ya look outside?”   

Birdie nodded. “I looked from the porch.” 

“Well, maybe they‟re out in the fields.  Did you go out in the yard lookin'?” 

Birdie started to cry.  “I was scared to go off by myself.  Momma should be here, not 

outside.” She nibbled on the bread. 

“Stop yer eatin‟ and let‟s go look for „em.” Sammy walked past his sister and pushed 

open the back door.  He stood on the porch, searching the yard and the distant fields.  “I can‟t 

see nothin‟ from here. Come on, Birdie.” He took off down the steps, the screen door 

slamming behind him. Birdie ran after her brother. 

“Wait fer me, Sammy,” Birdie called as she jumped down the porch steps and raced to 

catch up with her brother. She trotted behind him attempting to keep up with his larger strides. 

“I ain‟t waitin‟.  We gotta find them.” Sammy tried to think of a reasonable answer to 

where his parents might be. I wasn‟t all that unusual for his ma to be out in the yard with his 

pa. Only today the quiet of the house felt different.  He ran to the fence on the side of the 

house closest to the fields. There was no sign of them. Windswept dirt lay in mounds against 

the fence and outbuildings making the acres of fields look like a winter snowdrift. Along the 

fence line, where they had kept the livestock, when they still had livestock, only the tops of 

the fence posts poked through. Sammy climbed over the fence and scrambled up a bank 

behind the tool shed and scanned the barren acres.  

No sign of anyone or anything. Nothing moved but dust, swirling and dancing across 

the sickly land, at the mercy of the incessant hot wind. In the distance, a couple of buzzard 

vultures circled. 
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He slid down the hill and rushed back to the yard.  From beneath the half-dead prickly 

ashe tree, Sammy turned in circles, looking out over the landscape for a sign, any sign, of his 

ma and pa.  He must have missed something.  How could his parents disappear without a 

trace? Maybe they went to town, he thought. No, that couldn‟t be right. He knew they had no 

money to buy anything. He‟d heard his ma say the day before they didn‟t have no gas money 

for the truck to leave and find work somewhere else. Where was the truck then? It, too, was 

missing.  Where were they? 

“Nooo,” he yelled so loud a flock of crows took flight.  “You can‟t go off an‟ leave us 

and not say where yer goin‟.” He stood there, beneath the tree, angry, unsure why not finding 

his ma and pa should affect him so.  “Where are you?” he whispered, almost afraid of the 

answer. 

Lost in his anguish, he almost jumped clean out of his overalls when Birdie came up 

behind him and laid her small hand on his shoulder.  He spun around and glared at her. 

“What?” he snarled. “Don‟t you be sneakin' up on me, ya hear.”  

“Do ya see „em, Sammy?” A note of fear carried Birdie‟s words.    

“No, I don‟t see „em, but the trucks gone. I reckon if we can be findin‟ the truck, we‟ll 

find Ma and Pa.” 

Birdie began to cry softly as Sammy sprinted for the barn.  Why hadn‟t he thought of 

it sooner? Pa always put the truck up at night. It helped keep the blowin‟ dirt off the engine. 

He threw the door open and to his amazement, there, in the middle of the barn, sat the truck; 

beat up and rusted, places in the bed so bad you could see straight through to the ground 

beneath.  Sammy slumped to the ground littered with old straw and let out the breath he had 

been holding.  His parents hadn‟t left after all.  How could they, the truck was right here.   
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So, where were they?  Maybe they walked on over to the town.  He could think of lots 

more places they could have gone to.  Didn't mean they weren't comin' back home. Why 

wouldn‟t they have woken him to say they were leaving? They would want him to watch over 

Birdie while they were gone. He took a moment to push down the uneasy feeling beginning to 

rise in his stomach. Back and forth, he bounced between worry and confusion. The truck 

wasn‟t in the yard ─ they were gone ─ the truck was here ─ they were still gone. All this 

thinkin‟ hurt his head.  He thought back to last night when he had crept down the stairs, silent 

as a field mouse, to listen to his parents talking. Though the house was small, tucked on a stair 

he strained to hear some of the tear-laden words. He had no idea what they had been talking 

about, but now and then he could hear the grief in his mother‟s voice. What was so wrong to 

make his ma cry? 

He stood, dusted himself off.  Maybe it had been a whole lot of worrying for nothing.  

There had to be a simple explanation. He felt stupid, carrying on like some sissy child.  He 

turned around when a gust of wind blew through the open door.  From the corner of his eye, 

he glimpsed a shadow dance across the floor.  Sammy turned and slowly raised his head.  

Two pairs of feet dangled above the front of the truck.  As his eyes traveled up further, he saw 

legs attached to those feet.  Then the bodies came into his view.  His mother and father hung 

from the barn rafters.  In a sense, they hadn‟t left after all. 

He gulped and stood paralyzed. 

Where was Birdie? In his rush to find the truck, he had forgotten all about her. 

From behind him he could hear Birdie crying.  “Sammy, what‟s wrong with Momma 

and Daddy?” 
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He turned to see his sister standing in the doorway behind him. She looked as though 

she had seen a ghost.  

“Git outta here, Birdie. Now.” he yelled.  

“I want my momma. I want my momma,” she screamed. 

“I said git.” Sammy grabbed Birdie by the arm and dragged her out of the barn. 

The wind rustled through the barn once again. Bits of straw swirled in the air. Caught 

in the breeze, a piece of faded yellow paper floated off the hood of the truck. It rose and 

dipped riding the air current, finally settling beside a stack of rotted boards. 
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Chapter 2 

 

 Sammy dragged Birdie out of the barn to the back porch. The shock of finding his 

parents hanging from the barn rafters shook Sammy down to the bone.  It made no sense to 

him.  Why would they do something like that?  What had he and Birdie done to make them go 

away like this?  A torrent of questions bubbled up through the pain of losing the only two 

people in the world who had cared about him and his sister. He sat there on the rickety back 

steps rocking back and forth, his arms wrapped around his knees. He slowly realized that from 

this moment forward they were on their own. At thirteen years old, he had become the 

unintended head of their shrinking family. 

“Why are Momma and Daddy up there in the barn?  How come they won‟t come 

down?” Birdie pummeled her brother with questions.  “I want Momma.” 

“Birdie, jus‟ shut up yer mouth,” he shot back.  “I gotta think and I can‟t do that when 

yer mouth is goin‟ all the time.” He wanted quiet so he could think about what he had to do. 

But in reality, he didn‟t want to think at all, he wanted to forget what he saw in the barn. 

Forget the pieces of a whispered conversation he overheard last night. He wanted to go back 

to the way things were, before the drought and wind storms had ravaged their land here in 

Bosens Creek, Oklahoma. 

Sammy rested his head on his knees.  His chest rose and fell in deep, haggard breaths.  

He stole quick glances at the barn where his parents hung, trying to come to grips with their 

death.  Death was common on a farm; livestock, pets, and sick old people. Only this was 
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different; his ma and pa weren‟t old or sick. Or were they? He would never know. It‟s not like 

he would ever have a way to ask them.  

“Sammy...” 

“I said, „Shut Up.‟  They‟re not coming down „cause they‟re dead.  Okay?” Sammy 

shot a fist toward his sister. “An‟ I don‟t wanna hear you say nothin‟ else.  I gotta think.” 

She opened, and then closed, her mouth.  Her eyes, round as saucers, glared first at her 

brother, then toward the barn.  Her shoulders began to shake, her eyes filled with tears.  Her 

small bowed lips quivered.  Unable to hold the hurt inside any longer, Birdie let out a blood-

curdling scream.  

Sammy‟s arm slid off his knee and his face fell, banging his face against his knee.  

“Damn,” he cried, wiping away blood from his lip. 

“Oh, yer in big trouble.  Yer swearing like old Miz Danner down the road.  Yer gonna 

get your butt whupped,” Birdie said between sobs. 

“Yeah, and who‟s gonna whup it?  Ain‟t nobody „round to do it no how.” 

Birdie backed off, scrunching herself up against the corner of the step.  She put her 

head in her lap and sniffled. 

 

The sun reached its mid-day point while they sat there, Birdie, huddled against the 

step, and Sammy tried not to stare at the barn.  Breakfast, and now lunch, had come and gone.  

Neither one of them wanted to move.  A thousand different thoughts raced through Sammy's 

mind.  As much as he wanted to make them all go away, they kept rushing in, one after the 

other.  Good memories would flash through his mind only to be buried beneath the vision of 

his parents swinging from the barn rafters.   
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He thought back to last night when his ma came to his bed and lifted the sheet.  She 

had brushed a wisp of his dark wet hair that was plastered to his face.  He had held his breath 

pretending to be asleep. They would never know he had listened to part of their conversation. 

His ma and pa kissed him and left the room.  Before closing the door, he heard her whisper, “I 

love you, Sammy.” 

How could she say she loved him and then go kill herself? He rubbed at the sides of 

his head, his bitten down fingernails itching to dig through his scalp to find some answers. He 

couldn‟t make no sense of it all. 

The brown hazy sun sent ribbons of heat waves shimmering across the dry earth. Dead 

branches of the old prickly ashe tree rattled like skeleton‟s bones in the wind beating out an 

eerie cadence to the emotions Sammy fought. 

“Come on, Birdie.  We need to get Ma an‟ Pa down ‟fore someone comes by,” Sammy 

said.  He rose from the porch step and headed toward the barn. 

Birdie shook her head. “I ain‟t goin‟ in there no more. I don‟ wanna see „em.” 

“Don‟t be a big baby,” Sammy yelled back over his shoulder, as he headed for the 

barn. He forced one foot in front of the other toward a place he would have given anything 

right now to stay away from. 

“I ain‟t goin‟,” she screamed. 

“Then don‟t.  I reckon I‟ll have to do it myself.” Ain’t much she could be doin' 

anyways, he thought. 

Sammy entered the cool interior of the barn and willed himself to look once again at 

his parents, silently hoping it had only been his imagination and they wouldn‟t be there.  
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Hoping had nothing to do with his life now. As he stood beneath the dangling bodies, Sammy 

realized that fact. 

He hesitated when he reached the ladder, took a final glance up, and then climbed up 

to the empty hay loft. He pulled out the knife he got for Christmas last year.  The blade, once 

shiny and new, was crusted with God knows what, since he never cleaned it.  As many times 

as his pa had nagged him about taking care of his things, he was still careless.  He felt bad 

now for not taking care of the gift from his pa.  With hesitant steps, Sammy stepped over the 

two pair of shoes neatly set side by side and approached the rafter where the ropes had been 

tied.  He tried not to look at the bodies hanging beneath the loft. 

Reaching as high as he could, he sawed at the thick rope from which his pa dangled, 

sending the body back and forth.  A thick swarm of black flies hovered around the body.  

Sammy brushed the flies from his face and continued sawing, the rope braid becoming thinner 

and thinner until the weight of his father‟s body broke the last thread.  His pa plunged to the 

floor with a loud thud.  Cracking bones echoed in the barn, sending shivers up Sammy's back. 

“Sorry, Pa, I couldn‟t do it no other way.” He wiped away the tear that had escaped 

from his eye.  He turned away from the rafter from which his ma‟s body hung and walked to 

the back of the loft.  Squatting, he held his head tightly between his knees, grappling with the 

horrific thought of cutting down his poor ma.  He rocked and rocked until calm enough to 

finish the task at hand. 

Sammy raised his head, took a deep breath and crept back to the other rope. He made 

quick work of the job only he could do, sobbing with every stroke of the knife.  As the last 

thread stretched, Sammy steeled himself and covered his ears, to mute the sound of his mother 

falling to the ground.  Instead of landing next to his father, she fell across the front of the 
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truck and then slid to the floor.  Sammy‟s knees buckled. He slid to the loft floor, heaving 

large sighs of emotional pain.  He couldn‟t look at them, not yet.  

Sammy finally stood and made his way across the musty loft and started down the 

ladder, averting his eyes from the two bodies on the floor.  He reached the next to last rung 

and jumped, his feet already moving when he hit the ground, skirting the bodies he ran out of 

the barn into the fresh air. 

 The worst part was done. Now, he had to dig the graves and bury his parents.  If only 

he could get Birdie to keep their secret, it could buy him some time to make plans.  He knew 

those government folks would come for him and Birdie. He‟d seen it happen to other kids 

whose parents died, „cept those parents weren‟t stupid enough to kill themselves. No way 

would he allow the state to take him and his sister, split them up and give them to someone 

else to care for.  He wouldn‟t go, and he wouldn‟t let his sister go neither.  Never, for the rest 

of his life, would he ever understand how his parents could leave them this way. 

Birdie hadn‟t moved from her corner of the steps.  From the look of her face, she had 

been crying the entire time Sammy had been in the barn.  She watched her brother as he 

scuffed across the hot yard to the miniscule shade of the prickly ashe tree. He stood looking 

out across the fields.  

Finally, Sammy returned to his seat on the porch steps, sitting with his back toward 

the barn.  Ignoring his sister, he tucked his knees up under his chin and rested his head on his 

knees.  He squeezed his eyes shut as if to block out all he had seen and done.  He knew 

nothing would ever remove those images that burned behind his eyes, or the sound of the 

bodies falling.  Sammy thought he was going to throw up, not that there would be anything in 
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his stomach to get rid of; he hadn‟t eaten since last night when his mother had made them a 

skinny bean sandwich. 

“Sammy,” Birdie whispered. 

“What?” Sammy said. 

“What‟re we gonna do?  There ain‟t nobody to take care of us now.”  Birdie scooted 

down the steps to sit beside her brother.  She rested her head against his thin shoulder. 

“We ain‟t goin‟ to no state home.  We‟re gonna stay right here.” He tried to assure her. 

“But, Sammy, Momma ain‟t here to cook fer us and Daddy... well... how we gonna git 

any food or stuff?” She pulled on his arm to get his attention.  “Huh?” 

“I‟ll take care of us.  I can work the farm and cook too.  We don‟t need nobody to help 

us.  We‟re stayin‟ here.” 

“But, Sammy....” 

“Jus‟ shut up, Birdie.  I said I‟ll take care of us.  But you gotta make me a promise,” 

he said. 

“Sure, Sammy.  Little pinkie promise.” Birdie raised her pinkie finger, having to hold 

down the others with her other hand.  At seven she hadn‟t quite gotten the hang of keeping 

one finger up with the others curled down. 

He gave his sister a squint and a scowl. 

“I said I promise,” Birdie whispered, cowering under her older brother‟s glare. 

“We can‟t tell nobody about Ma and Pa being gone.” 

Her head jerked up and her eyes opened round. “Why?” 

“Cause, stupid, the mean ol' people from the state‟ll come and git us.  They‟ll take you 

one place and me to another.  Then, we won‟t never see each other again.” 
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Birdie took a deep breath and shook her head.  Her eyes grew even larger, tears 

threatening.  “I don‟ wanna go to the state.  I don‟ want them people to take me away from 

you.” Tears flowed again, making new tracks on her cheeks.  “I want Momma.” 

“Well, you can‟t have her.  She done hung herself and Pa, too.  They ain‟t never gonna 

be here no more.” He stood and glared down at his sister.  “Now, promise not to tell.” 

“Okay.  Okay.  I promise,” Bride agreed, a frown crossing her face.    “What‟re we 

gonna say if somebody asks?” 

“I‟ll think of somethin‟.  We don‟ gotta go to no school now since it closed, so‟s 

nobody‟s gonna ask. Jus‟ stay at the house and keep your mouth shut.” 

Sammy glanced at the barn.  He knew he had to bury his parents before the heat got to 

them.  He wasn‟t looking forward to the job.  He took hesitant steps to the barn, his shoulders 

slumped, his hands clenched at his sides. He grabbed the shovel and walked around the yard 

trying to decide where the best place to dig would be.  He finally chose a spot near the berry 

bushes his ma had planted.  Not that the bushes would ever grow those sweet berries again.  

Dead prickly branches still clung to the weathered boards of the barn. 

Each full shovel thrown out was replaced by loose sandy earth sliding back down from 

the sides.  Digging two graves became as much work as digging four. By the time the graves 

were dug deep enough, Sammy could barely raise his arms.  He climbed out of the hole and 

sat on the ground, his back resting against a mound of dry earth piled beside it.   

The sun had begun to sink behind the hill when he finished his parent's graves.  He 

threw the shovel down and stood looking at the lonely mounds beneath the dead berry bushes.  

Birdie stood beside him, a pitcher of cold water in her hand.  Sammy reached for the pitcher 

and drank the cold sweet water until he thought his stomach would explode. 



Dirt/Dwyer                                                                                                                                 14 
 

They both stood together for a few moments more.  The wind picked up and grit stung 

their faces and arms.  Sammy turned away, weary and heartbroken; he walked as if in a daze. 

Birdie ran up behind him and pulled on his arm.  “Are we gonna eat supper?” she 

asked. 

Too tired to do much more than grunt, Sammy continued walking toward the house. 

He passed the short stack of cord wood he had promised his pa last night he would help chop 

for kindling.  
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Chapter 3 

 

 Sammy jerked awake as screams filled the dark night. It took him a minute to 

realize the screams came from Birdie. He jumped from the couch and rushed to her. He shook 

her gently, trying to wake her from the nightmare. “Birdie, wake up. You‟re dreaming.” He 

shook her again. 

Birdie‟s eyes fluttered and finally opened. She brushed at the wetness on her cheeks. 

“Oh, Sammy. I had the awfullest dream. Momma and Daddy come up on outta their graves 

and was chasin‟ me.” 

“It‟s okay. You was just dreamin‟. Ain‟t nothing like that gonna happen.” He took her 

small hand in his. “Ma and Pa are gone up to heaven.” 

Birdie looked into his eyes. She sniffed the last of her tears and said, “I don‟t want 

Momma and Daddy to be gone.” 

“I don‟t either, but they are. It‟s gonna be okay.” 

“You promise?” 

“I promise.” 

“Pinkie promise?” She held up her pinkie finger. 

Sammy locked pinkies with her. “Pinkie promise. Now go back to sleep.” 
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Birdie tucked her hands beneath her cheek and closed her eyes. The nightmare over, 

she settled back into a light sleep. Sammy shook his head and made his way back to the 

couch.”How am I gonna make things okay?” He knew sleep would be hard to find this night.  

 

 

After a restless night, Sammy woke to the shrill cry of a crow perched on a branch in 

the old prickly ashe tree.  His granny had always said "If'n ya hear a crow cawing in the 

morning, bad luck is a-gonna find ya".  Well, it didn‟t matter much, 'cause there couldn‟t be 

much more that could be worse than yesterday.  Besides, he didn‟t believe most of Granny‟s 

old stories and sayings anyway. 

The sun glared bright bringing another hot, dry day.  His stomach rumbled reminding 

him he hadn‟t eaten much since he had found his parents dead.  They had managed a meager 

supper of cold beans and stale bread, the only staple still on the shelf. 

He stretched, bumping his shin against the wood backing of the ragged couch.  He 

slowly opened one eye, then the other.  He stretched again and rubbed the sleep from his eyes.  

He and Birdie had slept on the back porch as folks did in those days to escape the sweltering 

heat of the house. The poorly made screen enclosure did little to halt the dust blowing in 

during the night.  Exhausted from the events of the day, he had forgotten to sleep under a wet 

sheet, and now a fine layer of gray covered both him and Birdie. 

Birdie stirred where she slept in a crickety, wooden chair padded with old quilts. Her 

leg hung over the edge and her head rested on her arm, tucked against the back of the chair.  

She squinted and furrowed her brow. 

“Sammy,” she murmured, “I‟m thirsty.  Can I have a drink?” 
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“Git yerself some water,” he said as he rose from the couch.  “I gotta pee.” 

Sammy pushed open the screen door and headed for the privy.  The wind, blowing the 

dust off his clothes as he walked, made it look as if parts of him were disintegrating and 

flowing away as he moved.  The privy door creaked as he opened it.  A few minutes later, he 

emerged and made for the hand pump in the yard.  The old windmill, put up by Grandpa 

Larkin, stood silent, just like the one for the livestock water trough out in the field.  Sometime 

back, they both gave out, and they never had the money to repair them. Cobwebs and bird 

nests now occupied the weathered structure.  He lifted the pail of water sitting on the ground 

and dribbled some into the top of the pump.  He grabbed the handle and worked it up and 

down until cool, fresh water poured out. He stuck his head beneath the cool water and rinsed 

his face with a less than energetic scrubbing and no soap.    

After a meager breakfast of lumpy, thick oatmeal, Sammy left Birdie to clean the 

bowls, amidst her whining for some of Momma‟s fried bread with molasses.  He headed off to 

the fields behind the barn.  Everywhere he looked, the scene was the same. Tumbleweed blew 

across the dry barren landscape only to be captured by a fence or outbuilding; mounds of what 

had been fertile farm land were piled high by the blowing winds.  Near the corner of the barn, 

a pathetic attempt at a garden lay wasting in the dry heat.  Tiny buds of some vegetable, or 

whatever his mother had planted, fought a losing battle to survive.  

This was a sign of the times in Bosens Creek, Oklahoma. A small rural community in 

the panhandle, Bosens Creek sat well within Texas County. Due to its rugged terrain and lack 

of much water, Texas County was called „No man‟s land‟. Most of the land owners had taken 

advantage of the government‟s offer of free or cheap land to help settle the West. Miles from 

the nearest main highway, Bosens Creek had never been more than a frontier town trying to 
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find its way into the twentieth century. It might have made it if not for the Great Depression 

and swirling dust storms.  

Sammy looked down at the skimpy stubs rising from the ground and said, “We coulda 

kept tryin‟, Ma.  Yer plants keep tryin‟. Why couldn‟t you and Pa done that?” His anger grew 

as he stared at the small garden.  He stamped on one of the stubs, ground it down, then turned 

and ran to the sanctuary of the cool barn. 

He stood glaring up at the cut rope dangling from the rafter.  A sudden, overwhelming 

release of his initial shock of loss dropped away and a new emotion took over.  Anger.  Anger 

so strong it threatened to turn his insides out.  He heaved a huge sigh and sank to the ground. 

Still glaring at the rope, he yelled, “I hope ya both rot in Hell.  It ain‟t fair ya leavin‟ us like 

that.  It ain‟t fair to make me be makin‟ choices. Ya both are coward‟s like Preacher Whately 

says.  It‟s a sin to do that.  Ya hear me?” His fists shook in the empty air. 

Spent from his outburst, he hung his head and finally let loose a torrent of tears he had 

been holding back.  With his shoulders heaving, and gasping for breath, Sammy allowed 

himself to feel the hurt, anger, and the fear of being on his own and having to take care of 

himself and his sister.  Unless, of course, he gave up and let the state take them.  And that 

wasn‟t gonna ever happen as long as he had a breath left in his body. 

A hammering brought him out of his stupor.  Somewhere alongside the barn, someone 

or something was making a racket.  He wiped his tear-stained face, rose from the floor and 

walked outside.  Sammy stood in front of the barn trying to figure out where the hammering 

was coming from.  

He turned to go to the other side when he heard Birdie talking. “Who could be at the 

house? “he wondered.  They never had visitors, at least not in a long time.  He turned the 
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corner and skidded to a stop.  There, beside the graves, stood Birdie, quietly singing a church 

hymn as she hammered crosses into the ground. 

Sammy rushed over and kicked the crosses down.  He snatched them up and broke 

them into pieces, then threw them across the yard.  “What‟re ya doin‟?  Ya stupid or 

somethin‟?” He stood glaring at Birdie who had begun to shed her own tears. 

“Momma and Daddy need crosses on their graves.  It‟s proper,” she whimpered. 

“Yeah, and when somebody comes a-askin‟ who‟s in there, what‟re ya gonna say?  I 

told‟ ya we can‟t let nobody know or we're gonna git sent to that state home.” Sammy wanted 

to hit her out of frustration and fear.  Within moments, he regained control and realized how 

badly he had been treating his sister.  Their lives now depended on him and he needed to learn 

how to be in control without hurting the only family he had left.  It wasn't her fault their 

parents left them. 

She still stood, stiff as a board, too frightened to say another word, staring at the 

brother who had always been there for her.  They had been co-conspirators in their usual 

childish endeavors.  He had always stood up for her and taken the blame when they were 

caught.  He had been her hero during the days before the world changed and life became a 

struggle just to get through the day without choking on the dust and heat. 

Her bottom lip trembled and she hiccupped the last of her tears. Sammy walked over 

and put his arms around her.  “I‟m sorry I yelled at ya, Birdie.  We have to be careful now.  I 

don‟ want them to be splittin' us up and take us away.”   

Birdie looked up at him with those gray, tear-filled eyes and nodded. 

“I‟m scared, Sammy.” 
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“Me, too.  I told' ya, I‟m gonna take care of us, but ya gotta listen when I tell you 

somethin‟.” 

“I will.  I jus‟ wanted Momma and Daddy to have a pretty place.” 

“Maybe later.” 

“Promise?” 

“I promise,” Sammy answered. 

“Pinkie promise?” She raised her little pinkie. 

“Pinkie promise,” Sammy raised his pinkie also and they joined fingers. 

Birdie gave her brother a smile and hugged him back. 


