FALLOUT

CHAPTER I

The drive from Charlotte, North Carolina to Quitton, Mississippi was a long, cold, and dismal one.  Not because I didn't want to move.  I did.  Not because I would miss my roots.  I wouldn't.  It was because I feared the unknown - the unknown faces, unknown school, and unknown surroundings.

Mom and I had left behind nothing but a run down rented trailer in a run down trailer park located in the run down part of Charlotte.  My dad, if you could call him that, was a run down drunk who only cared about what he wanted at the moment.  Mom used to get perturbed at me for saying things like that, but now she understands.  Still, even after all the things Dad said, and did to us, she didn't like to talk bad about him.  That’s just Mom for you.

We'd driven for what seemed to be miles when she finally broke the dead silence.

"Hey, how about something to eat.  I'm starved," Mom said.

She tried smiling, but her small brown eyes appeared very tired, and tiny lines traveled to pale cheeks, marking the wear and tear from hard work, and her marriage to Dad.  Anger burned, churned in my stomach when I noticed things like that.  She deserved the very best, not the very worst.  Mom stuffed her stringy brown hair behind her ears, and I wondered if she had ever had a salon haircut.  She wore the same flannel shirt, and faded jeans I had seen her wear for years.  Even though on the outside Mom was thin and pale, her determination on the inside seeped out in everything she said and did.

She had been so patient with Dad, but he blamed her for everything that went wrong, yelling at her just to be yelling at someone.  He’d stumble in drunk, late at night, falling into furniture, cursing, passing out, peeing in a corner, losing all perception of where he was, or whom he was with.  He’d call Mom other names, like Lisa, Joann, anyone but Evie.  I know you're not supposed to want bad things to happen to people, especially family, but there were many nights I wished Dad wouldn't even come home, if you know what I mean.

"Honey, didn't you hear me?" Mom asked, touching my shoulder.

“What? Oh yeah.  I mean, yes ma'am," I replied.

Mom swerved the car over to the side, leaned over to the back seat.  She opened our old white Styrofoam ice chest, pulling out ready-made ham sandwiches, and Cokes.  After sliding the grocery bag across the torn back seat, she pulled out two bags of potato chips.

"Now this is what I call quick curb service," Mom said handing me my meal.  "Here take this napkin, and try to use it, please."

"I will."  I bit into my sandwich, swiped brown mustard off my mouth with the sleeve of my jacket.  My eyes met hers, and right then I knew what I had done.  "Sorry.  My napkin was in the wrong hand," I said.

She smiled, crunched into her sandwich, and veered back onto to the road, Coke between her legs, sandwich in her grasp, and gravel spewing from under tires slick as glass.

Mom never got very mad at me.  Even when I made some pretty low grades once, she sat with me, talked about what we could do to bring them up - together.  We never tried to fool each other about the situation with Dad, going easy on each other when either of us messed up.  Yeah, Mom and me are pretty cool together.

"Honey.” Mom always called me ‘honey’.  “I know you're nervous about starting a new school tomorrow, but it'll be easy to make friends.  Just wait, and see.  You'll be the talk of the school."

Her gaze stayed fixed on the road, but I felt her stare right into my throbbing heart, knowing exactly what was going on inside of me, and I wondered if all moms had that strange power.

