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THAT TRAMP HOLLY

The door opened slowly, creaked on rusted, barely mounted hinges and the old man leaned against the frame.  An old shotgun rested on his leg. "Yeah?"


"I'm just passing through.  I want to know if I can pay you something to camp overnight in your field and draw some water?"


The old man glanced past the visitor to the road. "Mighty fancy bike you got there."


"Yep. How about the water and the camping spot?"


The door opened a little wider and the old man stepped out on the porch. He stared at the new, metallic black touring bike parked in front of his shack.  "We don't hardly get any tourists around here. Not the payin' kind, anyway." 


"If I was a paying kind of tourist I'd find a motel. I just want to pay a little for the use of a spot of your field and a little water." 


"Watta ya doing in these parts." His expression changed to one more cautious  and his old wrinkled eyes squinted through his weather-worn face. There might have been just a little tightening of the grip on the shotgun.


"Just getting away from things. exploring the Smokies a little bit."


"Gettin' away from what?"


"Things.  Everything."


"The law?" The old man squinted a little harder, leaning in.


"Nope, nothing like that. No trouble. Just pressure. How much for the water and the spot?"


"How much ya offerin'?"


"Five."


"Five ain't enough to pay for the talkin' we done. That's an awful 'spensive bike, ain't it?"


"Ten. That's it old man. Anymore and I find a motel."


The old man hooted. "Not anytime tonight you ain't, not lessin' that machine has wings. You any idea how deep in the hills you is, boy?"

 
They studied each other for a time. A clash of cultures. The old man in his oversized, stained and torn breeches, a beard with streaks of white and tobacco stain and a tangled mess of long hair. The visitor in Wranglers,  a red plaid flannel shirt, black bikers boots and shoulder length blonde hair.


The old man extended one calloused, dirty hand. "Whata ya go by, boy?"


"Barry." He clasped the old man's hand firmly and squeezed. "And you?"


"Jed. Just call me Jed. Ten dollars, in advance."


Barry let go of his grip and pulled his wallet, sliding a new ten out to the old man. "Where is the best spot, or does it matter?"


"Oh hell, just make yourself comfortable. It don't give two hoots to me." He waved toward the weed-grown field. "The waters over thar by the gate. You have to pump it yor self. Let it run a minute or two to let it clear up a mite." He turned to go back in, then paused before he shut the door. "You wander up here after dinner and I'll share a little whiskey."

* * *


Barry leaned back against his knapsack and scraped the last of the baked beans from the can while he watched the fire. The last of the hotdogs he bought this morning sizzled on a stick over the coals.  A month had come and gone too quickly, and he was just beginning to unwind from the life he was fleeing. This part of West Virginia was dense mountainous country with life tucked here and there in old cabins and shacks spaced miles apart along the dusty, forgotten, country roads.  The villages were small and far between, and the people usually wary of his presence among them. 


He had just turned thirty-six. He figured that what he needed was a couple of months of Spartan living, alone and close to the earth to let the pressure off and set his mind straight. He had given up his Harley and his biker's club, everything except his long hair, to take a job with Con-Ed. That was five years, a lifetime ago. They were going to change him. Make him responsible, follow rules, accept authority. It hadn't worked.  He was the same free spirit that he had been as a biker. Cocky, full of adventure and taking crap from no one. Take from life what you want, challenge everything. That's the way it had been, the way it could be again. Now the pressures of his changed life brought back a longing for something he'd had in the past.  A fast, exciting life of booze, women and biking.

* * *


It was after eight and the sky was a crimson red, still in the process of putting the sun down for the night, when he made his way up the hill to the shack. Standing in what should have been a front yard he took in the mess. The shack was piecemeal. A patchwork of odds and ends nailed, tarred and wired together. The walls were rough sawmill slabs, with gaping slits and empty knotholes. The roof, which at one time used to be tin, was a patchwork of pieces of shingle tarred down: rubber, and wood. The porch was made of the same slab wood. Planks were missing in places, and rotted holes where someone or something had fallen through spotted it.  It leaned 

treacherously to one end where a pile of rocks tried to replace the rotted post.  Some of the windows still had glass in them. Others were boarded up or had plastic flapping to the rhythm of the wind. Smoke curled lazily from a chimney that barely reached the eave. A pile of fallen chimney rock lay at its base.


The yard was an antique collection of broken and rusting skeletons; old cars and useless farm equipment. Old tires with weeds growing from their center decorated the bare spots in between the larger monuments.  A billy-goat, the only apparent lawn mower, lazily went about his job.  The smell of the surrounding forest and tonight's supper came and went with the changing breeze.  Barry carefully navigated the wobbling steps and tapped cautiously on the door.

* * * 


Sitting at the kitchen table, Barry listened to the old man while he watched the girl at the end of the kitchen. She had knelt to feed the kittens that were crawling around and over a sleeping mother cat. Talking softly to each one and reaching out to stroke them as they pushed each other trying to get at the bowl. She seemed oblivious to the two men in the room and enjoyed a world all her own. She was about five-feet-four, dressed in a dirty, knee-length flower-print dress and no shoes. The dirt from the day had made stockings on her feet that faded into white skin just above the ankles. She didn't get much of the outdoors.  The sun didn't shine on her very often.  


Beneath all of that she was good looking. She could have been a pretty girl.  Her slim figure with the sharp jaw lines and high cheekbones was accentuated by her long black hair that fell in waves to her shoulder blades.  Barry imagined her in new clothes.  He saw the matted, tangled black hair shampooed and styled, and a smile on the narrow, high-cheeked face with just a touch of make-up to set off those brown eyes and pouting lips.  He liked what he had built. She rose, unaware of his attention,  and went to the old cast-iron sink and began the dishes.


"We been hittin' this stuff purty regular the last few hours," The old man was saying, in not so steady a voice. "Like to drink up your ten dollars just in my whiskey."


"It was on your invite, old man." Barry grinned and tipped his glass to get the last swallow.


Jed chuckled, which turned into a hoarse coughing fit.  "You know, if it wasn't for havin' to raise these stinkin' younguns, and that old lady leavin' me so early, I'd a made somethin' of this place."


"Still can happen. old man. You and the daughter get your shit together, you can fix this place up and raise something that will make some money." 


"Hell, that tramp ain't no good for nuttin', just like Patsy and Mary Jo."


"Patsy and Mary Jo?"


"Her elder sisters." He spat on the floor and wiped his beard on his stained sleeve. "Hell, Patsy ran off with a no-good, lazy, big-eared boy from down the holler when she turned sixteen. Never saw either one of them worthless tramps again."  Jed leaned forward and poured them both some more whiskey. "Mary Jo just up and ran away one day when she was neer sixteen. Worthless - bof 'em."


"Pa!" Holly shot him a sideways glance and kept washing.


"Shut yer mouth, tramp. You ain't no damn better." Jed's eyes glared as well as he was able and he slurred a bit. Holly stamped one foot on the floor in retaliation but kept washing. Barry shifted in the chair to directly face Holly and leaned back with his feet up on another chair.  She stood on the outside of her feet, bending the insides of them up and crinkling her toes in and out, keeping her head down while she continued to wash.


"Ya know I ain't been keeping this farm up 'cause I'm onto somethin' better." Jed leaned into the table as if he were about to share a big secret. 


Barry watched him for a moment then shook his head. "I wasn't aware of it. What's this something better?"


Jed looked around as if to make sure no one else was listening. "I found gold up in the hills." His voice was almost a whisper. He fumbled in his pocket and slid a nugget across the table. Barry stared at it and continued to sip his whiskey. "Go on, pick it up. Now I ain't telling you where 'bouts this here gold was found, but as soon as I can get enough money for 'quipment, I'm gonna start takin' it out in wheelbarrow loads." Barry picked up the nugget and turned it over in his hand, examining it.


Jed continued in his hoarse whisper. "Now if you was interested, there might be room for a vestin' partner."  Barry pulled his pocket knife out and began scratching the nugget. "Coarse, if you ain't too much of a worker, you can just buy that nugget from me and I'll get rich all by myself."


"How much you asking for the nugget?"


"Hell man. I figure that there's ever bit of two ounces of gold there, proba'ly assay out at ninety percent pure."  He rubbed his beard in thought. "I'll let you have it for four hundred bucks so's there's room for you to make somethin'."


"And you just been carrying a nugget like this around in your trouser pockets?"


"Ain't no big deal, I got more."


"And if I decided to get rich with you, how much do you figure I would need to come up with?" 


Jed squinted at Barry for a moment, studying him. "What with the 'quipment, registerin' the claim, enough grub an' all, I'd say - ah - thousand bucks would do it."


"You haven't registered the claim yet?"


"Now don't you go gettin' no fancy ideas in yor head, boy. You ain't seeing where the place is 'til  I get the money in hand and we draw up a 'greement."


"That so." Barry watched Jed close and grinned.  "Maybe I should just camp here for a month or two and do some prospecting. If one old man can find it, a fit young man like me ought to be able to, don't you think."


"Now you lissen here..."


Barry laughed,  sending Jed into a scowl. "You're a conniving old man, but not very good at conning." His smile faded. "Don't try to take me, old man. Your whiskey's good, but not that good."


Barry rubbed the powder he had scratched off the nugget between his fingers. He rolled the nugget back across the table at the old man. "That's pyrite, old man. Fools gold. Ain't worth a damn penny." 


The old man growled and jammed it back in his trousers. "How's I 'posed to know. Hell, I ain't no assayer - You sure?" There was a long silence while both men sipped their whiskey. Barry went back to watching Holly.


"How come you raised such tramps, old man?" 


"Warnt my doin'. Grew 'em from good McFaden stock. They jus' came out that way." 


Three of them?"


"Three of 'em.  All three lazy bitches. Good for nuttin' but sexin'." He finished his whiskey, went to a coughing fit, then poured them both some more whiskey, slopping it on the table as he missed the glass. He took his glass and leaned back on his chair, sliding low in it and spreading his feet for stability. "Then their ma saw fit to up and die. Left me with this farm to tend to and raising those three tramps."  He took a swig and hiccuped. "It's no wonder I can't get ahead. I ain't never forgive her for that."


"And them daughters good for nothing but sexing." Barry repeated as he sipped his whiskey and watched Holly.


"Not a durn thing." He turned his head and stared at Holly. "I don't rightly understand those two tramps of sisters she had.  I kept them in feed. Clothed the bitches and kept up a house for 'em. I Taught them two tramps all they knowed about life and sexin' and they lit out of here with out so much as a thank you." He spat on the floor again. Took another drink. "Too stupid to make it on their own, them two. Nuttin' out there for them but trouble, way I see it."


"And this one?" Barry waved his glass toward Holly.


"I spect this one'll get the same notions in her head by the time she's sixteen. No respect for her daddy. She'll forget who took care of her after ma died. Who taught her what she knows.  She'll get it in her head she can find something better and leave her poor pa here with no one to take care of him, just like those tramps of sisters."


"She cooks and cleans, don't she?"


"Yeah, somewhat. When I get on her 'nough."


"And the sexing?"


"Ain't neer as good as her sisters. Gets a stubborn streak."  Jed turned his head and watched Barry. His eyes squinted at Barry and sipped slowly. "You ain't getting any fancy notions, are ya?"


Barry kept his gaze on Holly, who continued to busy herself at the sink, pretending to ignore them. "She ain't a bad looking girl." He turned to look at Jed. "Some young man might think he can do a better job of training her than you."


"Ain't no youngun gonna get at her unless they wanna taste of Betsy." He growled, nodding toward his shotgun in the corner. He relaxed, and slid back to a slouch and gave a questioning look at Barry. "You think she's pretty, huh?"


"Yep."


"Maybe you wanna pay for some of that sexin'?"


"Pa!"


Barry turned his attention to her. She had stopped washing and had turned just enough to catch her pa's eye, then Barry's. There was definitely spunk there.


"Raise that skirt up over your hiney and let him see what he's payin' for."


Holly went back to washing and tried to ignore the men. Jed brought down the whiskey bottle on the wooden table with a loud bang. Holly jumped and continued to wash.


"You want a lashing in front of this boy instead. Do what I tell you tramp. It ain't as if every man in this holler ain't already seen it." Holly paused a moment then reached behind her with one hand and hiked her dress up to her waist, revealing slim, pure white legs with several bruises and scratches, and a small tight ass covered with stained, holey panties. "Purty good for a tramp, huh?" Jed was slurring pretty heavily now.


Barry watched as Holly held the pose for a moment, then dropped her dress and continued washing, distancing herself from them as much as she could.  She reminded him of women in his past. Women he had had during his biking days, on long rides. Women he had found in small town bars and camps, and had taken fast and hard.  Women who had lusted after him for his bike, or women he had lusted after because of the whiskey, or because they were there. That's all there was. Another town, another woman. Even with her dirty, stained clothes and her unkept appearance there was a sexiness about this one.


"You make her put on a show like that often?"


"Only for them that gots some money. Ain't nuttin' free ya know."


"Seems to be free for you."


Jed coiled. "Hell you say. I support that tramp. Feed her, get her clothes. A place to live. Taught her everything she knows. Sexin's the least she can do for her Pa." Jed closed his eyes and for a few minutes the place was quiet. The only sounds were Holly slopping in the water at the sink and the crickets singing to the night sky. Barry sipped his drink and continued to watch her. 


Holly stared out the kitchen window at the horizon, dimly separated from the mountain ridge by the faint glow of the moon somewhere out of the picture. She was there too, reaching for the edge just to touch it, to feel its peace.  As long as she could stay there the pain of being was gone, the present wasn't real.  Some days it looked like a long, impossible, improbable journey,. on other days it was just a misstep.


Jed's eyes opened again and now they were red and watery. "Come here tramp. Get your ass over here. I want some sexin' before you get back to yer chores." There was a growl, a meanness to his voice.  He looked over at Barry and flashed a smirk. "That's all the little tramp is good for."  Holly shot a glance back over her shoulder, catching Barry's eye for a moment, then went back to what she was doing. The whiskey bottle again slammed into the table and she winced, followed by the rattling of Jed's belt buckle as he clumsily yanked it from his pants. "Ya rather let our company see you get a strappin'?  Get yor ass over here."


She turned, her eyes on her pa, and slowly walked toward him, wiping her hands on her dress as she came. She came to a stop in front of him, fright and panic on her face, him slouched in the chair with his big feet planted a part. He had his belt doubled and swinging loosely in one hand, the whiskey bottle to his mouth in the other.


"Well - get down on yer knees an' get to it."


"Pa!" She shot a glance sideways toward Barry.


"What? We gettin' shy now. You sexed me in front of other men afore.  This here city boy any different?"


"Pa, please!" He set the whiskey bottle on the floor and in one smooth motion slapped her across the face. Color filled the  places where the hand and fingers hit, showing instantly the imprint of his big hand. Her hands went to her face and silent tears ran from her eyes. She stood there, trembling.


"Get yer ass in the bedroom and get yer stinkin' dirty clothes off. I'll be along in a minute. Just as soon as I finish my whiskey - NOW, you little tramp." Holly turned away from Barry and left for the bedroom. Jed turned to stare at Barry. "Jus' as I tole you, she's a good-for-nothin' tramp."


"Seems to be good for sexing." Barry watched Jed closely.


"Not neer as good as her sisters. Then again, their ma weren't nuttin' to brag 'bout. Guess ya can't 'spect much from her younguns."


"You told me earlier that sexing was for sale. That offer still hold?" Jed opened his eyes and stared at his company. There was a long silence.


"I guess. Gonna cost you twenty bucks. Shit ain't cheep ya know."  He fiddled with the whiskey bottle. Barry reached for his wallet and slid two more tens out, laying them on the table. He sat up straight, turned his chair to face the old man, and leaned in, a hard set to his face.


"The deal is, that's mine for the night." He waved a hand toward the room Holly had disappeared into. "I don't pay and then share." He slid the tens to the center of the table. There was another long silence between them while Jed took another drink, staring at the money, then at Barry. Finally he reached out, and after two passes, slid the money to him. There was a period of drunken fumbling as he tried several times to push it into his bib pocket.


"Holly." The yell startled Barry. "Holly, come'er." Holly leaned her head around the corner of the door frame. "This here city boy done bought you for the night, you sex him right, you hear?" Her eyes breifly met Barry's then she disappeared back in her room. Jed slid deeper into the chair and closed his eyes. Ten minutes later the bottle slid to the floor. The crash never interrupted his snoring.

* * * 


Barry entered the bedroom and found Holly lying on top of grey, stained, tattered bed sheets, wearing a loose, plain cotton top that reached her bellybutton and the same old white panties he had been privy to earlier. Her wide eyes watched him as he crossed the room and sat on the edge of the bed beside her. He took her in for a minute, then reached back and ran his fingers down one leg, pausing to feel the scabbed scratches as he went. He paused at the bruise, visible even in the dark, and then ran a finger around it. 


Reaching across to her shoulder he pulled slightly and she rolled over, still watching his face. He ran his hand under her top and felt wider strips of rough skin down her back. She winced as he touched them. Looking back at her lower half, he saw two, inch-wide stripes disappear under her panties. Lifting her panties he traced them across her buttocks and realized that they were red and raw. He broke the silence that had been between them since he entered. "What for?" 

She shrugged. 

"For disobeying him?" 

She nodded. 

"Talk to me. Tell me why?" He reached up and pulled at her shoulder. She rolled back to face him, her lip quivered. She looked away.


"Not doin' my chores good enough." Her eyes watered.


"That all?"


"Back-talkin' him"


"And..."  He asked. She put her knuckles to her mouth and stared across the room. "Not sexing him good enough?" She nodded. "You planning on running away like your sisters did?" She turned back to meet his gaze. She didn't say a word - she didn't have to.


He brought his hand up and gently brushed the side of her face, his fingers finding the base of her dark hair. He slowly stroked his fingers down through the tangles, careful not to pull it. Her stare never left his. He saw the deep emptiness, bottomless behind the big brown eyes, the drooping lips that had almost a permanent curl downward - Water flooding those seaching eyes. The musty smell of fear and distrust rose to meet him and he felt her total resignation to the moment. 


"You ever have any dreams for yourself, Holly?"


She nodded. "I guess. Sometimes, but they're silly."


"Like, silly, because they could never happen?"


Another nod. she turned and looked away, some of the tension beginning to leave her.  Barry continued to stroke her hair. 


"Tell me one, just one." There was a long silence between them. Finally she turned back to meet his eyes. Somewhere in the depths of brown eyes a spark flickered and an almost undetectable giggle found its way out.


"Oh, sometimes I go out at night and sit on the porch to listen to the crickets. I get this notion that I'm all dressed up in some of those magazine clothes. I can see this man drivin' up in one of them fancy cars and he helps me in. He takes me to one of them fancy places  and we eat this really special meal." She paused and there was definitely a twinkle in her eyes. She took a deep breath. "Then we just dance all night."  She  pauses to watch Barry's reaction. She glances away then back to his eyes.


"Sometimes I'm in this cute little house in the city. There's all those fancy things in the kitchen and everything.  All I do all day is clean and take care of my house. Every evening I got this husband that comes home and gives me a great big kiss and tells me what a wonderful job I'm doing and how much..." She looks away.   "see, I tol' you it was silly."


"Yeah. You sure did."  Holly stared at the wall and Barry watched her eyes, which had began to water again. "Holly..."


"Yeah?"


"It could happen just that way someday. By the time you are grown up enough to do it, it could happen."


She turned back to him, the water overflowing the edges now.  The spark gone. "I'm tired. You gonna get what you come for?"


What could have been, should have been lust welled up inside him in an emotional storm he had not experienced in years. 


He rose from the bed, standing over her looking down at the creature he had bought. Again images of her transformation came to him. Lying before him was a young lady. She was dressed in casual clothes, a pants set with matching shoes. Her hair was beautifully cut to shoulder length and set in a flip. She had a touch of makeup and her subtle lipstick accentuated the faint smile on her lips. There was a gleam of confidence and mystery in her bright eyes.  He blinked and the ragamuffin was there. The tramp, with her welts and bruises.  Pa's tramp. Without a word he turned and walked out of the room, closing the door behind him.

* * * 


He found the old man still where he had left him, snoring loudly, the money half in, half out of his bib pocket. Barry retrieved the two tens and pushed it into his pants. Grabbing him by the shirt, he shook him, calling his name harshly. The old man's eyes came open with a flicker and tried to focus through the redness and water. "Wake up you slimy bastard." Barry reached with his left hand and lifted him by the hair. His right fist caught the chin square. There was a sickening meshing of teeth. The rage swelled within him. His fist found the nose this time and there was an instant eruption of blood. As the drunkard struggled to interpret what was happening to him and get away from it Barry released his grip on the hair and increased the fury. His left fist crashed the cheekbone on one side, the right fist found the eye on the other. For the next minute Barry let his emotions rule, delivering all his stocky frame and toned muscles would allow. The old man slumped into unconsciousness, to awake some time in the future a mass of blood, bruises and broken bones.


* * * 


Opening the door to Holly's room, Barry found her tucking in a ragged top into an old pair of faded jeans that were two sizes too big for her.  She had heard the ruckus. She stopped dressing and  indecision and fear filled the air.  Here, standing before her was a stranger who had paid to sex her - who had not taken his sex. Who had showed gentleness toward her, yet in a fit of rage had just done something violent to her pa. And now she stood, partially dressed in front of him, frozen with a fear she did not understand. Would he now turn his violence on her for dressing before he had been properly sexed? Yet for all of this, she found that the fear might not be of him. She wanted to run, but couldn't.  There was a nagging worry for what happened to her pa, mixed with a wish that the stranger might have killed him.  She wanted to ask, wanted to scream, but nothing came out. She stood there, unable to do anything but stare at him and tremble. 


There was no rage in his voice, only a gentle determination. He spoke quietly.  "You ever ridden on a motorcycle?" She shook her head. "Do you want to take a ride?" She shrugged. "You need to dress warmer than that." He reached for a knit sweater lying on the floor and tossed it to her. "Dress warm and find some shoes to wear. You're going for your first ride." He strode across the room and yanked a filthy sheet from her bed and spread it on the floor. Surveying the room, he tried to inventory the importance of her belongings. 


"Quickly. Put what you need to take with you in that sheet. You're not coming back." He sighed and looked at her for reaction. There was none. 

"Never." He added.  

*** THE END ***

