
Peeing On Hot Coals  

Chapter two 

My big brother Charles threw a pencil at me. “Stop daydreaming, Patsy Lou. We’ve gotta 

get our homework done.” 

“Charles, please, please take me to the outhouse,” I begged. “I’ve got to go, and I’m 

afraid of the dark.” 

“Scaredy-cat. There’s nothing to be scared of, so get on out there by yourself. You’re 

seven time to grow up.” 

“Where’s your dog? He’ll go with me.” 

“Little Rat-Dog is under the house with his mama tonight.” 

Dagnabbit! I had to pee real bad. I crossed and re-crossed my legs, trying to stop the 

flow, but I couldn’t hold it much longer. If I wet my underpants, Mama would give me a tongue-

lashing, maybe even a spanking. I glanced out the window. Now it was real dark outside, as dark 

as the souls of sinners that Daddy prayed for every Sunday. Even the moon and stars hid tonight. 

I bounced on one foot and then the other, holding myself in an effort to keep the urine from 

leaking down my legs. 

Finally, I ventured as far as the screened-in back porch, trying to get up the courage to 

run to the outhouse. The privy was only a dark outline against a clump of cottonwood trees. Was 

that Brother Webber hiding out there in the bushes, or was it a werewolf? Whatever it was, I was 

not going outside, even if I busted wide open. 

Maybe I could pee in a glass, I thought, but quickly discarded such a notion. Mama 

would half kill me to death if she found out I did such a thing. Maybe there was an empty can or 

even a slop jar among the stuff stacked on the porch. I did a fast survey: Mama’s wringer washing 

machine, a heaping pile of baby Jimmy’s stinky diapers, a bar of Fels-Naptha soap, a bucket of 

ashes . . . ashes . . . in a galvanized bucket that Daddy had scooped out of our heating stove, 

sitting there on the screened-in porch, waiting for me to pee on them. Hooray! The urine would 

disappear into the ashes, and Mama would never, ever know. 

I hurried to the bucket, my hands holding my genitalia as I tried not to wet my underpants 

before I got there. Trembling from the strain of holding in my urine, I swiftly pulled off my 

homemade plaid cotton panties and the attached slip. With frenzied swiftness I straddled the 

bucket, my bare feet on either side of the warm metal, and let go. 

Ah, relief, I thought, discharging a robust stream of urine. As if in slow motion, the liquid 

from my body rained down in a fall of water that quickly became a torrent hitting the ashes with 

force and an ominous sound that echoed like bacon fat Mama cooked on the stove—



sssssiiiiizzzellll—and released the nether realm of the devil and demons in which the damned 

suffer everlasting punishment. The earth’s crust opened, and a scalding volcanic Hell hit me full 

force. Magma spewed forth and lye-laced vapor blistered up into the air, where burning rubble 

penetrated the most delicate tissues of my young body. 

I was burning in place, unable to move, as I stood there mesmerized, my bare body and 

my bare feet, like a statue of Job suspended over the yawning pit of the underworld on that 

screened-in porch, as fire and brimstone spewed up in a terrifying sermon of fulfilled prophecy, 

until I fell over backward. My feet hit Satan’s bucket, scattering burning embers that seared my 

left foot as urine dribbled from my tortured body. An animal scream tried to push past my tonsils, 

but no sound emerged. 

Weakened and dazed, I crawled toward the kitchen in a blur of pain, across the worn 

threshold from the screened in porch, not feeling the splinters that pierced my knees, and onto the 

kitchen floor linoleum. 

On the counter where our supper dishes soaked in the dishpan, I pulled myself to 

standing, blindly found a glass, filled it with water, and threw it on myself. Then I fell back on the 

kitchen floor, writhing in agony. “Eieee, eieee, eieeeee,” I screamed. “Help me! Help, help!” 

Over and over, I shrieked. 

Mama bolted into the room, eyes bulging, her hair standing on end. Daddy followed at a 

fast clip. 

“Lord have mercy! Patsy is dying,” Mama yelled. “She’s burned half to death. I can smell 

her flesh cooking!” 

Daddy skidded in the water I had poured on myself, bringing him to his knees on the 

floor next to me in his long-handled underwear. He put his big hands under my head. “What 

happened, Patsy Lou?” he asked, reaching for a dishtowel with which to cover me. 

“I had to pee,” I whimpered. 

Charles and Poor Little Glendora watched, their eyes bugging out. Poor Little Glendora 

leaned against Charles, causing tangled black curls to cover her face. I caught those images in a 

smudge as I rocked back and forth on the blue linoleum. 

“Pray for me, Daddy,” I moaned. “Pray that God won’t let me die for peeing on the 

ashes. Oh, it hurts, it hurts bad Down There. Eieee, eieee, eieee! I don’t want to go to Hell.” 

“Oh Lord, help us,” Mama said over and over. “She’s burned herself real bad.” Mama 

lifted up the cup towel. “Blisters are rising on her private parts like yeast in dough. Charles, get 

the Unguentine right now. Hurry up!” 

Pain shot through me in blaring hisses of sound. I screamed and screamed until no sound 



was left in my body. Then I died. I was dead for three days. “Like Jesus,” Daddy said when I 

finally opened my eyes. 

Hearing his words, I screamed again. “Fan me, fan me Down There,” I demanded. “I’m 

burning to death,” I shrieked. 

I lay on our brown horsehair sofa, my legs opened wide. Gauze covered me like a diaper. 

Poor Little Glendora, five years my senior, moved the air back and forth across my private parts 

with a copy of The Herald of Holiness. 

“I’ve fanned her for two weeks, Mama. I’m tired of this,” she whined. “I don’t even like 

her, anyhow.” 

“Poor Little Glendora, your sister is bad hurt, so do your part to help. I’ve got a baby to 

look after.” 

My sister was unmoved. “You stabbed me with a pencil once, Patsy Lou, and now you 

want me to stand here and fan you until my arm drops off. Look, I still have the lead in my arm. 

See.” Poor Little Glendora pulled up her sleeve to show a gray dot in her upper arm where I had, 

indeed, stabbed her with a number two pencil. 

Sibling rivalry roused me from my bed. “Poor Little Glendora,” I shouted, “you had it 

coming. You told me I was ugly as a mud fence. Tell Mama what you said to me.” I collapsed 

back onto my bed of pain, too sick and miserable to sustain anger, crying to be fanned. “Please, 

Poor Little Glendora, fan me and I’ll be your slave forever,” I pleaded. “I hurt, hurt, hurt, hrrrrrt.” 

Tears splashed sideways down my face and into my hair. Water leaking from my eyes 

was so copious that Mama kept a towel over the pillowcase and changed it several times a day. 

“You are mighty blistered Down There, Patsy Lou,” she said, applying Unguentine 

ointment to the afflicted area. “You should never have done number one over live hot coals.” 

“Mama, please fan me. Please, please, please.” 

Sometimes when I slipped in and out of consciousness, I saw white clouds of sweet 

angels hovering over me, comforting me and giving me the will to cope with the unbroken pain of 

my injury. 

Neighbors came by to offer wilted gladiolas or meat pies as I lay there, spread-eagled and 

hobbled. I could not look anyone in the eyes. Mortified was a new word I soon learned. 

“Why, Sister Montandon,” a church member said, “this is mortifying.” 

I would lie there trying to act normal, but I kept thinking about how my school friends 

would shame me so much that I wouldn’t hardly be able to hold my head up. 

To cope with these chaotic feelings, I closed my eyes and imagined I was famous and, 

click, click, having my picture taken with Shirley Temple. Oh, how I longed to see a sinful 



Shirley Temple movie. I didn’t have the five cents to go to one, anyway. Pansy Jean owned a big 

Shirley Temple doll and tap shoes. When she came to school in black patent leather shoes with 

silver taps on the toes, wearing a red polka-dotted organdy Shirley Temple dress, I was full of 

envy. Pansy stood on Miss Trumball’s desk and tapped while the rest of us sang, “On the Good 

Ship Lollipop, it’s a sweet trip to the candy shop . . .” Pansy’s legs swung back and forth, tap, 

tap, tap, back and forth, tap, tap, tap, while the red polka-dotted dress and ruffled white petticoats 

frilled out above her stout legs. I wished with all my might that I was the one up on the desk tap 

dancing. 

When the church choir came to sing and pray for me, Mama covered me up with an ecru 

lace tablecloth so I would be more presentable. I snuck a look at the choir and then pretended to 

be asleep. Their maroon robes billowed around them as they stood in a semicircle near my couch-

bed, their faces long and serious. Holding their hymnals high to block their view, I noticed that a 

few still peered around the pages to try to lay eyes on my wounds. 

With vases of gladiolas and red zinnias on every table, Mama banging away on Mr. 

Steinway, the choir tuning up, and lace covering my prone body, I wondered if I was dead; I 

knew a funeral when I saw one. “Hummmm,” the choir sang. “Hummmm.” Had I slipped this 

mortal coil and floated off into Heaven without knowing it? But where was Daddy? He wouldn’t 

miss my funeral. In fact, I’d bet he would even say a few words about me. 

When the choir swung into a high-spirited rendition of “Amazing Grace,” I halfway sat 

up, one end of the lace tablecloth hanging over my face. I was alive! 

The singers felt the Spirit and lifted their voices to God with gusto. When they shifted 

into “I’ll Fly Away,” I thought they just might fly away. “I’ll fly away, oh glory, I’ll fly away. 

When I die, hallelujah by and by . . .” But when they segued into “There Is a River Filled with 

Blood,” I felt sick to my stomach. The image of a thick, bloody river caused bile to rise in my 

throat. My mouth filled, and before I knew what was happening, I threw up onto Mama’s lace 

tablecloth. 

Whang! A jarring chord announced that the singing was over, and Mama abandoned her 

piano-playing duties. “Glendora, go get a towel and a pan of water, right this minute,” she 

shouted to my sister, who was hanging over the back of the couch. Mama ministered to me as the 

stricken choristers hastily gathered up their things and left. 

But I felt sick all over again when a stranger nicely dressed in a seersucker suit and 

wearing a boater-style straw hat came to talk to Daddy. I was alarmed to hear the man say he had 

come for Mr. Steinway. 

“You know, Mr. Ryan, that thing weighs about six hundred pounds,” Daddy said. “You’ll 



need strong ropes to keep it on your truck.” 

Soon, four workmen, grunting and pushing, finally got Mr. Steinway out the door, and 

groaning louder still, loaded it on an open truck and tied it down. Draping the now-clean 

tablecloth around me, I shuffled to the front porch where our family had gathered, weeping. It 

was as if someone had died. Daddy hugged us and said, his voice choking, “It was necessary.” 

Then, abruptly, “Y’all get on inside. I see a sandstorm coming up. Could be a doozy.” 

I gazed upward. The sky had turned purplish black. A huge cloud of dirt boiled across 

distant fields, heading in our direction. “Daddy,” I wailed, “is this the End of the World?” The 

legs I hadn’t stood up on in several weeks trembled. “It’s the End of the World, isn’t it? Isn’t it?” 

I shrieked. “Am I a sinner, Daddy? Will I go to Hell?” I pulled on Daddy’s pants pocket to get his 

attention. 

“Patsy Lou, settle down. It’s a black blizzard coming our way, and that’s scary enough. 

Cover up your nose and mouth and get inside.” 

Daddy and a church friend had talked about this being the Dust Bowl, brought on by a 

long drought and too much farming. These “black blizzards” rolled into town now and then, 

filling up houses and threatening to choke the eyes and lungs of every living thing with that 

terrible, fine brown dust. I was more scared than ever ’cause a friend had died from the last one, 

and several church members had lost their entire corn crop and were hungry all the time now. 

“Children, didn’t y’all hear me? Get on inside the house now, right this minute,” Daddy 

shouted in his deep preacher voice so as to be heard above the squall. We kids skittered off the 

porch and slammed inside the quaking old parsonage. Outside, Daddy yanked the brim of his 

brown felt hat down over his head and turned his back to the wind to button up his suit jacket. My 

siblings and I huddled close together against the torn screen door like a jamboree of flies with 

their wings cut off, fluttering and scared. With my hands over my face, I looked between spread 

fingers as the bruised sky sent sprinkles of sand blowing through the screen. The lace tablecloth 

flapped around my ankles. 

“I’ve gotta go take care of my flock,” Daddy hollered, “Go on, y’all, git on way inside 

the house and slam the door tight right now!” We watched as he headed for Homer, our ol’ car, 

rocking back and forth in the wind. Daddy’s words rode the wind as he bellowed, “I . . . I . . . 

I . . . won’t . . . beeee . . . gone . . . longer thaaan it taaaakes to swing a caaat by the taaail.” 

Suddenly, like a shot from a BB gun, Mama detonated off the porch, jumped across a 

hillock of dirt, and began slamming her right hand into the driver’s side of Daddy’s car. Bang, 

bang, bang! Her undone hair flew around her head like she was a crazy ol’ crow, and her coattail 

rose up so high behind her that I thought she might sail right on up into Heaven. Mama was flying 



off the handle at Daddy, screaming at him and having a pure hissy fit. Although her words 

weren’t clear, I pretty much knew what she was saying. 

“Charlie, you come on back here and take care of your own flock. I just know y’all are 

going to go see about those darkies down by the dry riverbank, Hattie and her grandson, Gideon, 

who came by last night and asked you to drive them to see a doctor in Oklahoma City tomorrow.” 

Daddy ignored Mama, a death-defying strategy, and kept on cranking the car, trying to 

get the engine started. After several turns and coughs, the carburetor or the engine or something 

or other took hold, and the car sat muttering and shaking while Mama continued to hit the door 

with her hand. We watched, bug-eyed, wondering what was going to happen next. Daddy got in 

the car from the passenger side, slid across the seat, and rolled down the window. Mama looked 

like she was ready to punch him. Daddy leaned way out the window and into Mama’s face. He 

reached out with his right hand and pulled her close, and then—wow—he kissed her smack dab 

on her lips! Then he rolled up the car window and took off like he was having a hydrophobia fit, 

dirt fogging everywhere. 

Mama frowned and wiped her mouth with the sleeve of her old gray coat, but she smiled 

a little, too. I had never, ever seen such a sight. Daddy kissing Mama on her lips—now that was 

something to have witnessed in my lifetime. 

We kids pushed together to get the door closed against the menacing wind that seemed 

intent on shoving us to the floor. Poor Little Glendora held Little Jimmy, and they were both 

bawling. “I-I-I h-h-hope Daddy doesn’t have a wreck and kill hisself,” moaned Poor Little 

Glendora. 

“Mama’s the one that might kill Daddy for running off like that,” said Charles. “She 

don’t much like niggers, anyhow.” He sniggered. “Y’all heard ol’ Hattie trying to get Daddy to 

drive them all the way to Oklahoma City last night, saying, ‘Can’t y’all see how pale this child 

is?’” 

“Gideon’s skin is too dark to tell he’s pale,” I said, getting my two cents into the mix. 

“That’s the point, stupid.” 

“Call me stupid and I won’t read David Copperfield for your book report, Charles.” 

The back door busted open with a crash, causing me to almost jump out of my skin. 

Mama careened into the house like she was drunk or something, yelling orders as she came. 

“Patsy Lou, you have no business being up and off the couch. Get yourself back up there right 

now and open your legs before you rub your wound raw again, y’all hear me? We have a norther 

homing in on us, and your daddy’s off helping darkies. Land’s sake, I have to do everything 

around here. We’ll be lucky if the house don’t fall down. If y’all want to keep on breathing, do 



what I tell you to do and fast, or I’ll jerk a knot in your tail.” 

“Yes, ma’am,” we said in unison. 

“Mama,” Charles said, apparently not caring if Mama jerked a knot in his tail, “Daddy 

kissed you!” 

Right then I prayed the house would collapse so Charles wouldn’t get a belt to his behind 

for being impudent. But all Mama said was, “Son, it’s time to act like you’ve had some raisin’, 

you hear me?” 

“Yes, ma’am.” 

“That storm is almost full upon us, so no dilly-dallying, children.” Mama used her fingers 

to enumerate the things we needed to do. “Poor Little Glendora, hurry and collect all our rags and 

start stuffing them in the cracks. I’ll get sheets and towels to wet and hang over the doors and 

windows. Charles, you get that galvanized washtub on the screened-in porch and fill it with water 

to dump the towels and shee—” A sound like a lightning bolt hit the roof, causing Mama to jump 

straight up. Sand began sifting down in a thin stream from a hole that opened up in the ceiling. 

“Lord in Heaven, save us,” Mama shouted. “Patsy Lou, go get your slop jar and slide it under that 

hole before sand gets tracked all over the house.” 

Hopping to it, I pushed the white porcelain slop jar with pink Cecile Brunner roses 

painted on it across the worn-out blue linoleum until it was under the trickle of sand. 

Mama was rattled but still in charge. “Poor Little Glendora, put Little Jimmy on the floor 

so he can crawl around,” she wheezed. “Patsy Lou, get in your bed and see to it that Little Jimmy 

doesn’t put anything in his mouth.” 

Everyone scurried around like ants in a maze to do Mama’s bidding. The yowling wind 

screeched in my ears like Ebenezer Scrooge’s ghost, and Little Jimmy crawled on the floor, 

tasting anything he could put in his mouth. 

My brother had just dragged our tin tub filled with water into the front room when we 

heard an explosion of wind, accompanied by a flurry of debris that sailed in whirligigs around the 

space. In staggered Daddy, with scrawny little Gideon in his arms and Grandma Hattie trailing 

along behind. She seemed lost in Daddy’s shadow. Her gray hair was hidden under a red knit cap 

pulled way down over her ears. Her baggy gray cotton dress—a color that matched her wrinkled 

skin—hung from her slight body. Both Grandma Hattie and little Gideon looked scared half to 

death and as pale as it was possible for them to be covered as they were with dust. 

Mama expressed her displeasure by standing with her hands on her hips and muttering 

“My heavenly days,” under her breath without giving even a glance to our colored guests. Daddy 

pretended not to notice and began imparting directives. “That storm out there is like a serpent of 



the Devil,” he said, “and it’s almost full upon us. Better light a lamp in here; it’s pitch-dark 

already.” He coughed up a dust ball and spit it into his once white handkerchief. 

I lay on my bed, quivering at the thought of a devil snake curling around in the clouds of 

dirt, lying in wait to bite me on my hiney. 

“Mama,” Daddy said, “Grandma Hattie and I are going back out there to put a tarp over 

the car, or it’ll be buried in sand by morning time and we may never be able to start it again.” 

Daddy dumped Gideon on my couch bed, and he and Grandma Hattie whooshed out the door. 

The kid sat staring at me like he was a four-year-old zombie, his hair and skin coated with fine 

dust. 

“Hi, Gideon,” I ventured. 

He looked at me all wrapped up in my lace tablecloth and began to cry. Tears wore clean 

tracks down his face and dribbled onto his patched overalls. Poor kid, he was worn out. I handed 

him my glass of water, and he drank it in one long swallow, all the while keeping his brown eyes 

tuned in to my face. I thought to give him one of Mama’s big ol’ cold biscuits from a stash of 

food I kept under my pillow. That boy grabbed that biscuit out of my hand and gobbled it down 

faster than a jackrabbit full of lightning. Then, without saying a word, the kid toppled over on my 

bed, put his thumb in his mouth, and was out like a light with dust fanning so thick around him he 

could hardly breathe. Meanwhile, the house was bombarded by what sounded like devil’s chains. 

After a while, Daddy and Grandma Hattie struggled back inside, bringing with them 

blasts of thudding wind. “Lord help us,” Mama fretted, while Daddy and Grandma Hattie 

immediately began hanging wet sheets over the doors. Grandma’s cap had blown off, and her 

corrugated white hair was now muddy looking and sawtoothed out from her head. Mama yelled 

orders at us kids. “Patsy Lou, stay on the couch. You’re not well yet. Poor Little Glendora, get 

Little Jimmy off the floor and cover him up with damp diapers so he won’t breathe in dust. 

Charles, soak the towels and hang them over windows. Hurry! There’s not much time. And 

someone cover that black baby up with something damp so he doesn’t choke to death.” 

Grandma Hattie quickly wrung the water out of a thin rag and placed it gently over her 

grandson’s face. Gideon could have been dead except for the rising and falling of that rag with 

each breath. “That baby’s sick and afflicted, and plumb tuckered out, sho ’nuff,” Grandma said to 

no one in particular. 

Charles had quickly splashed more water into the big washtub and piled a bunch of 

raggedy towels and rags in it. Then Mama remembered Bossy and our four hens and the rooster. 

“Charles, stop what you’re doing and get Bossy,” she said. “Your daddy hasn’t finished 

building her shed yet, and we can’t afford to lose our cow, or the chickens, either.” 



“I can’t do everything at once,” Charles yelled. 

“There’s no time to waste. Put Bossy and the chickens on the screened-in back porch. 

Poor Little Glendora, take Little Jimmy to Patsy Lou, and y’all hang up the wet towels.” 

My brother slammed out the back door into the howling wind. Papers flew off tables, and 

chairs blew over. 

“Children, cover your noses and mouths with damp rags,” Mama ordered. “Don’t breathe 

this stuff!” 

Daddy wore his canvas carpenter’s apron, the one he put on when he wallpapered. 

Sopping-wet bed sheets irrigated the floor as they hung crookedly over doors and walls. Poor 

Little Glendora struggled with waterlogged towels. Daddy got a tack hammer from his canvas 

apron, fished nails from the pocket, and abracadabra, nailed the raggedy towels over the rattling 

windows. The house shuddered as the brutal wind shrieked and screeched. Water dribbled off 

sheets and towels. Mama prayed, “Lord help us.” Daddy worked to catch his breath like his heart 

hurt. Poor Little Glendora wept, Gideon slept, and I huddled under the lace tablecloth, holding 

Little Jimmy tight while he cried. Grandma Hattie sang an odd-sounding spiritual halfway under 

her breath. 

Pew-ee, Little Jimmy needed his diaper changed! “Mama, Mama, Mama, Little Jimmy 

has a load of number two in his diaper!” I yelled. 

“Lord help us,” Mama said. 

Grandma Hattie took over with Little Jimmy, changing his diaper and singing another 

spiritual we all knew. Soon, Daddy’s baritone joined Grandma’s exuberant soprano, and even 

Mama’s sweet alto joined my off-key enthusiasm. “Swing low, sweet chariot, coming for to carry 

me home. Swing low, sweet chariot, coming for to carry me home.” 

Grandma Hattie shuffled her bare feet in time with the music and the wind. With every 

thud assaulting the house, Grandma Hattie shouted, “Hallelujah!” and raised her hands high in the 

air. “Well, I looked over Jordan,” she sang, “and what did I see, comin’ fo’ to carry me home? 

Hallelujah! A band of sweet angels comin’ fo’ me, comin’ fo’ to carry me home.” 

After several rounds, we wound down and sat listening to the storm battering our world 

and hoping for a chariot—at least, I did. 

The whole parsonage—all five rooms, the porch, and my storage closet—shook like it 

might take off and fly through the air. What if an earthquake happened, I wondered? A neighbor 

had been to California, and she often talked about earthquakes—how a big hole opened up in the 

earth and we could fall into it, and then the earth would close and we would never know what hit 

us. All night I monitored the amount of daylight at the top of the bedroom window to be sure our 



house hadn’t fallen into a big earthquake hole. 

A deafening bang assaulted the south side of the house, scaring the pee right out of me. 

“Daddy, is this the Apocalypse?” I blubbered. I worried a lot about the End of the World that 

Daddy preached about all the time. “Are the seven horsemen on their way with the Antichrist?” 

“We never know the place or the hour, but I don’t think this is it,” Daddy allowed 

between gasps for breath. 

The back door crashed open, and a hurricane wind came barreling through, bringing a 

haze of whirling, choking dust with it. Furniture flew. Charles yelled for help as he tried to pull a 

recalcitrant Bossy onto the screened-in back porch. Bossy wanted no part of whatever was 

happening. “Moo, moo,” she complained, casting wild eyes up toward Heaven. Daddy and Mama 

ran to help Charles. One of the hens squawked and got away, her feathers turned inside out by the 

wind. But Charles still held three hens and our ol’ rooster, Errol, by their feet. I could hear the 

commotion even over the noise of the wind. With all the clucking, scratching, squawking, 

mooing, wheezing, and howling, it was like a zoo. 

Mama, Daddy, Grandma Hattie, and Charles—who looked like he was made out of dirt—

eventually got Bossy and the chickens settled and the door bolted. Dust blew through cracks. The 

whole house rattled. 

“Don’t let those animals get into the kitchen,” Mama warned. “They’ll do their business 

all over the place.” With that, Bossy let loose. 

“Oh, puke,” Charles said, looking down at his splattered feet. 

“Tarnation,” Daddy roared. “I’m taking myself off to bed. I can hardly breathe.” 

“Me too, Charlie,” said Mama. “I’m simply all fagged out. Let me know if the house 

blows over.” She kinda laughed and headed off to bed with Little Jimmy in her arms, leaving us 

to fend for ourselves. 

Grandma Hattie nestled down on the foot of my bed next to Gideon, who hadn’t stirred in 

spite of the commotion going on around him. Hugging the slight little fellow to her, Grandma 

Hattie began snoring almost as loud as the storm. 

~~~ 

After a stretched-out sleepless night, and after the sandstorm finally subsided, Daddy 

took off for Oklahoma City with Grandma Hattie and Gideon. Before the rest of us could shovel 

the dirt out of the house, there was a knock on the door. It was one of Mr. Steinway’s loading 

men. He held a piano leg and a handful of ivory keys in his big, rough hands. He said Mr. 

Steinway had blown out of the truck and scattered his bones all across Highway 177, stopping 

traffic in both directions. It was a sight! The man laughed and then seemed to think better of it. 



“Thought y’all might like to have some of them remains,” he said, handing the leg and 

ivory keys to Mama. 

I was teary-eyed. “Oh, goodness. Mr. Steinway killed himself. He didn’t want to leave 

us.” 

“We’ll have a nice funeral when you get well, Patsy Lou,” said Mama with 

unaccustomed gentleness. 

But that wasn’t the end of what happened during that doom-filled dark when the land was 

throwing up all over itself and flinging itself over pastures, digging them up and burying towns 

and houses in sand and trying to kill everyone as dead as Mr. Steinway was. It turned out that 

scrawny little Gideon had a wicked case of measles that I inherited, soon followed by mumps and 

chicken pox and whooping cough. I was so shrunk up from all those ailments that my rib bones 

protruded out of my skin. Poor Little Glendora said I looked like a stringy chicken, and then 

laughed and gave me a piece of ice chipped from a big block that Daddy had bought us as a treat. 

Then she hugged me. Later I wondered if I’d had a fever dream. It was beyond my 

comprehension that my sister had actually hugged me. 

~~~ 

As I slowly began to heal, a deep itch inside of me mingled with the pain. It was an itch I 

couldn’t reach. I was lying with Mama and Daddy in their big iron bedstead. “Mama, itch me, 

itch me,” I begged. “Please itch me. I’ve got a sticker way up inside me.” 

Mama gingerly put her finger into the rim of my vagina and rubbed it a bit, trying to get 

to the source of my itch. Daddy whispered something to Mama. She smiled and blushed. A secret 

transmission that had something to do with my itch took place between them. Then I was lost in 

the urgency of my pain and the sticker inside of me. But still, I heard Daddy whisper that married 

life might be very hard for me. “Patsy just might be disfigured from that burn,” he whispered to 

Mama. 

I suffered nightmares, talking in my sleep and walking in my sleep, too. Poor Little 

Glendora said she couldn’t get her beauty rest because I kicked and screamed so much. 

Sometimes I dreamed the Devil blew fire at me and I couldn’t get away. Other times I dreamed 

that God and his angels were plotting to take me to Heaven with them, but I told them I didn’t 

want to go. One night Mama came to the bedroom nursing Little Jimmy to try to soothe my inner 

war. “I’m moving,” Poor Little Glendora said, making a pallet for herself on the living room 

floor. 

One morning Mama told me I had walked in my sleep the previous night and had even 

left the house. “Land’s sake, Patsy Lou, y’all gave us a big scare,” she said, bleary-eyed. “We’ve 



been up half the night looking for you.” 

I grew so fearful I would hurt myself that every night I stayed awake as long as I could 

keep my eyes open. When I was able to be up and about, I walked cautiously, like a cowboy, 

Charles said. Poor Little Glendora said I was bowlegged and would always be that way. Although 

embarrassed, Charles carried pillows for me to sit on when we went to church or visited church 

members. I was powerfully ashamed. 

Months later when I squatted to pee, viscous ropes of yellow mucus poured out of me. It 

was so thick that I wound it around a twig I found on the ground to pull it out of me. Did this 

have to do with the disfigurement Daddy had talked about? 

I didn’t understand what it meant to be disfigured. Somehow, I thought I had sinned. I worried, 
but I didn’t talk about my fears to anyone—not to Mama, Daddy, my sisters, my best friend, or 
even to myself. Such topics were not discussed in my family. The scars that affected my life were 
locked within delicate folds of pink tissue and complex coils of gray matter. Terrifying memories 
of a burning clitoris and injured vagina disappeared as cleanly as if a gunman’s bullet had sliced 
through my skull, severing the most complex biological structure known: memory. Decades 
would pass before recollections of that time began to reemerge.



 


