Meaghan can feel the straw poking through her pink Tutti-Frutti shirt, scratching her where skin is exposed.  She’ll have to figure out some way to explain to her mother the rash she’s going to get.  That’s what she keeps thinking about.  How is she going to explain to Mother about that rash all over her back and arms and legs?  Her skin is so white, and the straw is scratching her, making scarlet welts along her surface.  That and the stains on her clothes.  Mother is going to be angry if she comes home with dirty clothes.

She can smell the rotting straw beneath her.  It’s musty and vinegary, like the pile where Nanna throws the eggshells and vegetable peels.  It’s been awhile since it’s been replaced.  She’d have to remember to tell Pappy to put new straw down.  There’s also a mix of dog.  They’re in Goldy’s house, although it’s more like a shed than a doghouse.  Pappy said they had brought it from the farm when they moved into town all those years ago.  Then there’s that smell that reminds Meaghan of the soft fur found only the bellies of newborn puppies and the back of Pappy’s head after he’s been to the barber.  Goldy has just had a litter and Meaghan wonders where the old golden retriever and her new family are right now.  They can’t be far because the puppies are only four weeks old.  Still not old enough, Nanna says, for little girls to touch them too much.

And there’s Mark Roman, the sixteen-year-old boy from down the street that everyone whispers about.  Usually her brother and his friends keep her away from him, but there are times when they get caught up in their game and forget about a five year old.  She notices that he doesn’t smell like her brother or any of the other boys.  It’s sour, like her Daddy after he’s been at work at all day long and needs a bath before he’ll hug her.  She wrinkles her nose and tries to remember to only breathe through her mouth so she won’t have to smell him.  When she inhales, though, she can taste the tang on her tongue.  What to do?  Smell or taste?  She looks up at his neck and sees the dirt in the creases of skin.  Don’t his parents make him take a bath, she wonders?  Maybe they don’t know he’s supposed to, she thinks.  Matty said that his parents were as dumb as he was.  Maybe that’s his problem.   She starts to ask him, but no sound comes out of her mouth when she opens it.  He doesn’t say anything to her, just looks at her and smiles, his mouth open, all of his teeth showing.  In that moment she thinks that she won’t ever smile so that her teeth show because his look so big and out of place in his mouth and those teeth frighten her.  She wouldn’t want any one to feel the same way about a smile from her.

He’s using both of his hands to press down on her pelvis, almost as if he’s trying to grind that part of her into the earth and the fingers of one are curled under, stabbing at her private parts—places that grown ups have said no one is supposed to touch—through her shorts.  She wants to tell him that he’s not supposed to touch her there, every one says so, and somewhere in the dim recesses of her five-year old mind she remembers that if someone does try to touch her there, she’s supposed to scream and run.  She also remembers the other times that she’s been told about being quiet and being good and doesn’t say anything.  And anyway, she couldn’t run if she wanted to because he’s on top of her, making sure she can’t go anywhere.  He’s producing some kind of noise, almost like he’s trying to say something, but she can’t decipher what it is.  She thinks about asking that too, but again, there’s no sound.  She wants to get up because it hurts and she doesn’t understand what he’s trying to do in the first place.  And because of the straw.  She’s going to be all red.

Meaghan turns her head to watch the garden spider crawling along the dirt.  It’s one of those black ones with the yellow and white patterns all over them.  She looks at its spiky legs, legs that look like they would stab her and make little holes in her skin if it were to crawl on her arm.  She thinks for a minute that it must be looking for the light because usually the garden spiders are on Nanna’s roses or the old green Plymouth under the carport where the gas pumps used to be, both places where the sun shines bright, not like in here where the light never quite makes it.  When did the house stop being a gas station she wonders?  She’ll have to remember to ask Pappy because Pappy knows everything.

She swings her head back around to ask Mark how the spider got in here, but again the words won’t come.  Suddenly, he flips her small body so she’s lying on her stomach.  Now, she thinks, I’m going to have a rash on my belly, too, but at least the pressure on her middle is gone.  There are a few tugs and her hips jerk to the left and right, followed by a rush of humid air as Mark pulls down her shorts and underwear.  She turns her head back to ask him what’s he’s doing because if touching through clothes is bad, then pulling down her underwear must certainly be worse, but he pushes her head down into the straw, holding it there.  She tries to raise back up because there’s dirt and straw in her mouth, but he won’t let her.

Her mouth is full and her left front tooth is jammed against a rock.  Mark keeps pressing her head down, and the pressure causes her tooth to skid off the rock into the dirt while the rock slices into her gums.  It hurts and her mouth fills with the thick, metallic taste of blood.  Her nose is pressed into the dirt, starting to hurt from being forced up, and the straw is scratching the thin skin of her eyelids.  She can feel the straw and small rocks gouging into her cheeks and forehead, leaving small indentations and cuts.  

Please don’t let me eat a worm, please don’t let me eat a worm, please don’t let me eat a worm, runs through her mind.  She’d gathered enough worms out of the yard with her Pappy for fishing to know that there could be worms in the dirt of Goldy’s house.  She remembers the story about her daddy’s sister, the time that she and grandpa were gathering worms for fishing.  Margie had been holding the bucket while Grandpa dug the worms, but when Grandpa thought he had enough and turned around to see how many were in the bucket, it was empty.  There was a ring of dirt around Margie’s mouth.  Meaghan had laughed and squealed with disgust at the thought of Aunt Margie eating worms.  Now all she can think about is how awful it would be if she herself ate worms while she was stuck in this position.  It wouldn’t be a story that got told to nieces and nephews later in her life.

The rotting straw fills her nostrils and the dirt chokes her as she tries to swallow.  New thoughts start to race through her mind as she realizes there’s no air, only the straw and the dirt.  Her nostrils burn as the dirt makes its way back into her head.  I can’t breathe, she screams, but he doesn’t hear.  Each breath brings dirt and straw into her throat and the tickle makes her want water that isn’t available.  It causes her to cough, further increasing the panicky sensation that she’s suffocating.  Her little arms strike out at him, but she can’t catch anything.  Her legs try to kick him, but he is pressed against her bottom.  He does not notice her struggles.

His hands seem to have finally found what they were looking for ages ago, and it hurts, a ripping cut followed by a dull ache as the cut comes again and again.  She wants to cry, but she’s not a baby.  Only babies cry according to her daddy.  But it hurts, and all she wants is to get up, to get away from the straw, from the spider she can’t see anymore but is sure is nearby, from him, from the worms that are in the dirt, making their way into her mouth and down her throat to her belly.  Isn’t she supposed to be playing baseball right now?  Matty said he was going to make sure she was on his team, going to teach her how to bat today, just like him.  She’s got to get up so she can go play baseball.

Suddenly it hurts more, and it keeps hurting.  It’s not the dull ache followed by the repeated cut of before.  She’s never hurt like this.  Not when she and her brother Sean were riding bikes and she fell off and tore open her knee and had to have stitches; not when she cut her hand on the broken window of the camper; not when she burned her tummy with the sparkler; not when she sliced her foot open on the nail and had to have a tetanus shot.  It’s a completely new and different kind of pain and all she can focus on is the tearing in her center.   It’s like all of her insides are being pulled out through a too-small hole and then shoved back into her belly through the same tiny opening.  There’s so much pressure and she feels like she has to pee, but she can’t wet her pants on top of everything else.  It would all be just too much to explain.  She cries because she can’t help it because it hurts so much because she can’t breathe because she’s scared because that spider is somewhere around here and because she doesn’t know how to explain the rash and the straw and the blood and because the worms are in the dirt just waiting to slide into her mouth.

Finally it stops, and he lets go of her head.  A long while passes, and she listens to the harsh intake of his breathe.  She feels dizzy and sick to her stomach.  Her belly hurts and her privates feel like they’re on fire.  Eventually, he turns her around and brushes the straw and dirt from her face, smiling at her.  Without anything to support her, she lists to the right, bumping her head on the side of the shed.  Mark, still smiling at her, pulls her upright.  All of his teeth are still showing in his smile.  Vaguely she notices that his shorts are undone and his penis peeks out of the flap in his white underwear.  She’s seen penises before—showers in the basement with her Pappy, baths with her brother, a nickel given to Jeremy Groves for a peek at his—but there was never anything sinister about them, never anything to fear…just parts that were different from hers, parts that hung down and stood up, parts that were wrinkled and parts that were smooth.   Smeared with her blood and something else, she suddenly knows this is not right; it is no longer just a part that is different from her.  

She struggles to pull her shorts back up, vaguely noticing the raw wetness between her tiny thighs and the shock of pain when the seam wedges itself in place.  He reaches out to help her, to brush the straw away, and she slaps at his hands, blinking her eyes owl-like, squirming and turning to the side, getting as far away from him as she can inside the small shed, hopping to her knees and then her feet.  She looks at him, turns and stumbles out of the doghouse, forgetting to step up over the bottom of the doorframe and tripping out into the afternoon sunlight, trying to run, twisting to brush the debris from her clothes, from her face.  She hits the ground, landing on her knees and tries to get back up.  There are a few crawling, hesitant steps as she tries to regain her sense of equilibrium, tries to keep from throwing up the Miracle Whip ham sandwich Nanna had made her for lunch.  

She would just like to stay on the ground, to fall asleep in the sun, but Mark is in the doghouse and she isn’t far enough away yet.  She’s not sure what has happened, but she knows whatever it was hurt and he caused it so she must get away from him.  She can hear the boys in the back yard, just a few feet from her, getting ready to play, and she suddenly remembers that is where she’s supposed to be.  She gets unsteadily to her feet, wobbles a few steps and then takes off.

As fast as her legs will carry her, she runs away from Mark and towards the familiarity of the game.  She makes her way to the boys who had never hurt her, had taught her how to hold a bat, field a grounder, keep her eye on the ball, be a perfect catcher.  Boys who picked her up and tucked her under their arms as they rounded the bases because although they thought she was cute and they loved her, they weren’t going to lose because her stubby little legs wouldn’t carry her fast enough.  The boys who had promised each other that they’d keep theirs eyes on her because they knew about Mark Roman and spoke of him in whispered voices, afraid of what he might do if they did not remain vigilant.  The boys who could not know that their worst fears have just come true, all while they were completing afternoon chores or finishing up minimum wage jobs for the day.

Matt, beautiful blonde, sixteen year old Matty, scoops her up into his arms and twirls Meaghan around until she’s sure there’s no way the Miracle Whip she doesn’t really like in the first place is going to stay down.  She clings tightly to his neck.  

“Am I too late?  Am I on your team, Matty?” Meaghan croaks around the swollen tissues of her mouth, nestling her forehead against his sweaty neck.  She notices that the folds of skin on his neck are not dirty.  They run freely with sweat from the heat of the day, and he smells like Irish Spring soap.  She wants to stick her tongue out and taste the wetness because she remembers that she needs water to rinse the dirt from her throat.

“We almost started without you runt, but I knew you’d be along any time now.  We’ve just been working on some pop-ups.  But now that you’re here, sug, we’ll get down to the business of whippin’ some ass.  Wanna let go of my neck so’s I can breathe?”  He sets her down, and looks at her a minute.  “Hey, what’s this?  You been eatin’ worms?  What’s this dirt all over you?  Did you wreck your bike and land on your sweet little face?  Your face and your knees?  Girl, you’re only five and already you got more scars than I do!  You been rollin’ around in the hay with someone other than me?” he asks her, laughing, brushing her clean with quick efficient hands.  “Hey, y’all!  I want y’all to know that whoever been rollin’ around in the hay with my girl better just knock it off right now ‘cause she’s mine!  I’ll kick all your asses for messin’ with my girl!”  He yells to the others assembled to play.  Everyone laughs.

Meaghan’s face turns red, and she looks down at her bare feet.  Even though her mother hates it, she spends much of the year barefoot, only putting on shoes for school, church, and deep snow.  She sees the red welts forming on her legs, feels the wetness between her thighs, and doesn’t know how to answer or what to say to the laughs from boys that she knows are safe to her.  The afternoon has taught her, though, that all boys aren’t safe and she looks at her friends through different eyes, suddenly shy and afraid.

“Hey, short stuff, we’re all waiting on you!”  Danny hollers from the makeshift pitcher’s mound in the middle of the back yard.  He smiles at her.  “You fall asleep back on Mr. Conrad’s straw pile?”

Matty grabs her hand and drags her back to the plum tree serving as the spot where the team on deck lines up.  The boys begin talking about baseball and slowly she is engrossed in their conversation, losing her wariness of them.  Mark makes his way to the side of the house and slides down Pappy’s brand new vinyl siding, each plastic piece making a slight popping sound as he moves down so he can sit in the shade and watch the game.  While the boys generally let any one play, Mark has never been asked to join in.  He comes every day, though, and sits in the shade of the house, watching.  He makes her nervous, so she anchors herself to Matty’s right leg, putting him between her and Mark.  When it is his turn to bat, she doesn’t want to let go.

“Hey, short stuff, you gotta let go of me now,” he teased.  “I know you love me and all, but I got a home run to hit.  I’ll be back quicker than you can say, ‘Boo!’”  Her tiny, red, scratched arms were still wrapped tightly just above his knee. “Tell you what,” he whispers to her as he leans down, “while I’m gone, you just hang on to Eric’s hand.  He ain’t much taller than you are, so it’d be about the same as you holding on to my kneecap.  Okay?” he asks her.  She looks at her feet and hears the other boys beginning to grouse about the delay of the action.  “Aw, you just shut up, John!” Matt calls.  “I’m just lettin’ Danny there get relaxed before I smoke his first pitch.”  He rubs the top of her head, picking out pieces of straw, and she finally lets go.  “Hey, Eric!  You come on over here and hold my girl’s hand while I’m gettin’ a home run here.  I’ll be right back, shorty.”

Eric comes over, taking her hand, and swinging her up on to his shoulders.  She winces as she settles into place.  “You just go ahead and strike out, Matty,” Eric says.  “Meanwhile, I’ll be puttin’ the moves on your girl here.  By the time you get back, she’s gonna be my girl.”  Matty just looks back and smiles as he knocks the bat against his shoes. 

He doesn’t get a home run, just a double, and the rest of the line-up isn’t able to bat him in.  The teams switch positions, and then it is Danny lifting her off Eric’s shoulders, giving her a little toss, and then tumbling her into a hug.  

“They’ve all got it wrong, huh, Meaghan?  You’re my girl.  You wouldn’t even waste your time with the likes of those losers, now would you?” he asks her, smiling.  She doesn’t answer him, just shrinks further into his hug.  “You’re lookin’ a little tired today, kiddo.  Why don’t you just lay down here in this nice spot of grass?”  Her eyes get wide at the suggestion that she not be in physical contact with someone she knows will keep Mark away from her and seeing the panic, he squeezes her a little harder.  “Hey, I’ll sit right here by you.  It’s been a long day.  My bones could use a rest.”

And with that, the two of them sit down in the grass underneath a pecan tree and watch the game.  By the time it is his turn to bat, she is asleep.  When she wakes up, the sun is starting to set, and Matty is shaking her shoulder.  

“Hey,” he whispers.  “Your Nanna is looking for you.  I think it’s time for you to take a bath, and from the looks of you, you need one.  Not that I don’t love you filthy, but you’re much cuter clean,” he teases her, smiling at her sleepy face, criss-crossed with lines from the grass.  He grabs her small hand and pulls her up.  She’s a bit unsteady so he puts his hands under her arms, laughing at her.  Once he’s sure she’s got her feet under her, he gives her a little push in the direction of the house.  She wobbles off as he says goodbye.  

Once inside, she makes her way to the bathroom and strips off her clothes.  Nanna has already run the water for her, and the bubbles are waiting.  She’s stiff and as she lowers herself into the white peaks, she is reminded of her great-grandma who doesn’t move so well these days.  Meaghan grabs the washcloth and the soap and starts to wash.  Usually she plays with her Barbies or the other toys set out beside the tub, but not tonight.  Sometimes she plays like she’s swimming, diving under the water.  Other times she keeps her head under, trying to see how long she can hold her breath.  Tonight even the soap crayons hold no appeal.  She does not draw on the sides of the tub or on her arms or belly.  She washes and washes and washes.  When she is done, she gets out of the tub, and grabs the towel sitting on the toilet.  She heads out to the living room where Pappy is watching the news so he can dry her off.

“That was fast,” her Nanna says as Meaghan drips through the kitchen en route to Pappy’s orange recliner.

“Pappy,” she says, “the straw in Goldy’s house is old.”  She stands between his knees as he rubs her dry.

“I’ll have to get some new to put down.  Were you in there lookin’ for them pups?” he asks around the cigarette dangling from his mouth.  “Did you get some sun today?  You look a little red.”  

She does not reply and when he is done, she goes into the bedroom to pull on the blue panties and the Care Bears nightgown.  She gets her Dr. Suess Dictionary and her Sleepy Time bear and goes back out into the living room.  Curling up on one end of the sheet-covered couch, she sets about forgetting the afternoon.

