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Feeding Betsy
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My momma says we're gonna be here forever. I guess that's pretty fine. Daddy
takes me out in the truck just about every Sunday, calls it his Fiery Old Red Dump.
sometimes we go to feed Daddy's pigs, which I like because they make funny noises
and rub up against your legs alot. Daddy's pigs live down the road some from the
]louse, Momma says they stink and I guess that's why they're so far away. Daddy
feeds them himself every momin', 'cept on Sundays sometimes he waits 'till after
church and takes me with him. Daddy used to take me with him mostly just to see
old Able. Able was Daddy's favorite pig 'cause he was the smallest (even though he
was really big) and he liked it whenever Daddy scratched him behind the ears.
Whenever Daddy took me to feed the pigs he'd call out "here Able!" and Able'd grunt
and come chargin' up to Daddy like he was some stud bull or somethin'. Daddy sure
loved that pig.
sometimes Daddy takes me fishin' with him, but not mostly 'cause Momma says it
ain't ladylike to go fishin', 'specially on Sundays when we're s'posed to be thinkin' all
about Jesus and what bad people we all are durin' the week. Whenever Daddy takes
me fishin' we just tell Momma we were pickin' flowers along the river, and she kinda
smiles her momma smile and tells Daddy he shoulda been a pally titian 'stead of a
farmer. Then Sandy laughs with Momma and we all think its pretty funny.
Sandy's just like Momma is. She's real pretty with curly hair and she likes to cook big
pots of stew. Momma and Sandy always cook dinner together 'cause sometime real
soon Sandy's gonna hafta pick a nice fella and settle down. That's what Mr. Piker
keeps sayin' anyway, every time him and Mrs. Piker comes over to play cards with
Momma and Daddy. I like it when they come over 'cause then my best friend Mildred
comes with 'em and we play barbies and dress up.
Mildred's about my best friend in the whole world. We both take the bus to
school and me and Mildred play hand slaps on the way to school in the mornin', but
Mildred's Momma (Mrs. Piker) picks her right up from school after lunch so's she can
help out with the housework. I have to stay there all day and Jimmy Johnson just
bugs me to death! He sits right behind me in school and pulls my pigtails everyday! I
asked Momma to let me stop wearin' 'em so he'd stop pullin' 'em. But Momma says
pigtails are very ladylike and proper. I guess she's right, but I still don't like 'em, they
pull my head too tight, and then boys like Jimmy Johnson pull 'em in school. Mildred
doesn't have to wear her pigtails any more, guess her Momma don't think they're
ladylike and proper. 'Course, Mildred's daddy don't have a truck like my Daddy's, no
Fiery Old Red Dump. His truck's green and Daddy says it's no good 'cause it's got a
foreign motor. Mr. Piker doesn't take Mildred for rides in his green truck, not like my
Daddy takes me for rides in his, but I sure wish I didn't have to wear these pigtails,
and I'd sure like to come home early like Mildred does every day.
Mildred's got seven Barbies, and she's even got a Ken doll. Momma won't let me
have a Ken doll 'cause she says that Barbies should only play with other Barbies and
that Ken dolls would only make the Barbies act silly. Sandy told me she wasn't ever
aloud to have a Ken doll either, so I shouldn't have one just 'cause I'm the youngest.
Daddy always laughs whenever Sandy calls me "the youngest" and he says
"Hell, Sandy, there's only the two of ya." and then Momma tells Daddy, "For
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heaven's sake Jacob watch your language, do you want to make my daughters into
rutters?" Daddy just keeps laughin' and I think it's pretty funny, but Sandy says "Oh
Daddy," and then she and Momma go into the kitchen to cut up some pie or do th~
dishes. I always wanta help, but there's really only room for just the two of them at
the sink, and I'm too clumsy to dry off the plates, so I just stay at the table With
Daddy and he tells me stories about Old Uncle 'Cephus, who was Daddy's favorite
Uncle when he was a little boy.
I think my Daddy's just about the best talker in the whole world. Whenever he
takes me for a ride in the Fiery Old Red Dump on Sundays he tells me lots of really
neat stories 'bout Uncle 'Cephus and bears, and times when he went huntin'.
Daddy doesn't hunt anymore 'cause Momma says its 'trocious and tells him she
can't look at his hands when he comes home. Daddy told me he was gettin tired of
huntin' anyways 'cause one time he shot this one fat doe right in her eyeball, and
she just kept runnin' and runnin', and Daddy was tryin' to chase her 'cause he shot
her and didn't want her to get away. But she was just too darn fast, so she got away
and him and all the other hunters had to look for her blood on the ground and try to
fmd her that way. "It took us all day," Daddy said, " and when we found her she was
layin right on her side, crying like a baby with the whole left side of her pretty face
missin', and I thought to myself, Jacob, you done this creature wrong, and now you
gots to set it right. So I lifted my rifle, and I shot her right in the heart. And I didn't
take none of that venison home with me, I gave it all to the other fellas and said
'fellas, I'm out, my huntin' days are over,' so then I walked back here to your
momma and showed her my hands and said "Violet," (I think Momma's name is just
about the prettiest I ever heard. Sometimes when me an' Mildred play out in the field
I fmd violets for Momma and she wears 'em in her hair) '"you can look at my hands
now sweetheart, they're clean. "'
I think about Daddy's stories sometimes when I'm layin' up in the old hayloft in
the barn. I really like it up there a whole lot. In the summer time the hay smells real
sweet and soft, and you can lay up there smellin' the hay and listenin' to the flies and
bees buzz, and close and open your eyes real slow 'till ya feel kinda like when ya first
wake up in the mornin' and you yawn and stretch like a warm cat. My cat Betsy
always stretches and yawns like that whenever she's been layin in the windowsill for
a long time. She's not allowed in the house, but I pet her outside sometimes and she
even lets me stroke her tail, which the other farm cats won't let me do.
Sandy won't pet the cats at all, she says they gots fleas and stinky mouse breath.
I think Betsy's pretty nice though, so whenever I yawn and stretch up in the old
hayloft, I pretend like I'm Betsy and I gots fleas and chase mice.
One day I was layin in the hayloft, thinkin' how nice it was to be up there in the
barn with all the rusty nails and creaky boards (that's the things that Momma always
tells me to be careful of when I'm goin' up into the old hayloft) I was just closin' and
openin' my eyes real catlike when I heard Daddy's Fiery Old Red Dump pull up
outside. So I yawned and stretched and twisted 'round to peek out the window up
there and then I narrowed my eyes just like Betsy so I could see Daddy better when
he got out. And then I waited for Daddy to jump down out of the truck and holler
my name. But he didn't jump out like normal, he just sorta climbed out slowly and I
knew he wasn't happy, 'cause Daddy always jumps out when he's happy and climbs
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out when he's sad. So then Daddy walked around to the back of the truck and I
thought he was cold 'cause he was shakin', but then I saw he was cryin', and I got
real scared 'cause Daddy never cries, 'cept for the time when Sandy got hit by the
car when she was eleven and Momma went with her in the ambulance and Daddy
cook me with him to the hospital in his truck. The road was all dusty and Daddy was
drivin' real fast so it seemed like the whole world was a cloud of dust. He was cryin'
when we drove there and I was cryin' too 'cause I was just real little and didn't know
what was goin' on.
When we got to the hospital Momma was in the waitin' room and Daddy went
runnin' up to her and hugged her for a long time and they were both shakin' and
then I started cryin' louder and Daddy picked me up and Momma kissed my face
and squeezed me tight and that scared me even more but then the doctor came out
and said everything was alright and Sandy could come home in a few days. So then
Momma started cryin' even harder, and so did Daddy, and we were all cryin', but I
didn't know why.
And when Sandy came home she couldn't walk for a while so she let me get her
lemonade and magazines and stuff. I like Sandy alot and I wish I could be as pretty
as she is. Momma says I need to be more ladylike, but I don't think I could ever be
as ladylike as Sandy is. Sandy always giggles when she talks to boys, and sometimes
her face gets red whenever they look at her funny. She thinks boys are cute, but I
think they're gross, 'specially boys like Jimmy Johnson.
When I saw Daddy cryin' it made me think of that time in the hospital and I
started to feel like I was gonna cry, and I didn't feel very catlike at all. Then Daddy
started walkin' to the back of the truck and he pulled somethin' out of it that was
pretty heavy 'cause Daddy couldn't hardly lift it and my Daddy's pretty strong. And
when I looked closer I saw that it was one of Daddy's pigs, and I guess it was dead
'cause it sure didn't move, but then, Daddy didn't move none either. He just kinda
stood there for a minute, and then he stopped he took the pig into the woodshed,
and then he didn't come out of the woodshed for a long time.
I stayed up in the hayloft for a long time, even though I wanted to go down and
talk to Daddy. It still smelled sweet up there and I could still hear the flies and bees,
and sometimes dragonflies buzzin' around outside. Dragonflies always sound just
like big motorboats from far away. They look scary though, so I don't ever get real
close to find out what they sound like then. My eyes felt really heavy and I tried to
think about Betsy and chasin' mice, but all I could think about was helpin' Daddy
feed those pigs, and how they all grunted and rubbed up against our legs when we
walked into the pen.
I thought about that while the sun was goin' down and the bees and flies were
changin' places with the mosquitoes and lightning bugs. I knew that the light and the
noise was changin' but I was closin' and openin' my eyes real slow, picturin' Daddy
and Able out in the pig pen. I just knew the dead pig was Able. Able was the only
pig that Daddy could've carried, so I knew why Daddy was sad, 'cause Able had died.
Then I heard Momma callin' me in for supper. Her voice was clear but it seemed
really far away and it sounded like she might have been callling for a long time. So I
stretched and yawned just like Betsy and I thought I was really hungry, so I climbed
down out of the old hayloft and ran into the house to wash my hands.
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Momma was in the kitchen mashin' up the potatoes. She always waits 'till we're
sittin' at the table to mash 'em up, cause she says that makes 'em taste better. Daddy
tells her she should sit down and enjoy supper with the family, 'stead of jumpin' up
and down every five minutes to mash potatoes or get more biscuts. Daddy was sittm•
at the table and he looked real happy, he was laughin' at somethin' Sandy just said
probably somethin' bout me bein' the youngest, and he didn't look like he'd bee~
cryin' at all. So then I thought that thing about Able must have been a daydream, and
then Daddy called me over to sit on his lap and asked me where I'd been all day, 50
I told him I'd been up in the old hayloft, and then he laughed and said, "takin' a little
catnap?" and winked at me 'cause he knows how I like to act like Betsy and listen to
the bees and flies . Then Momma told me to sit at the table and I sat in my chair.
My chair's always the one closest to the sink. Our kitchen table is big and
round, but my momma don't have one of them red and white checked tablecloths
for it 'cause she says they're too cleeshaid. Our table cloths is always white, 'cept
on special 'casions like Easter or Daddy's birthday Momma puts out the pretty
tablecloth with all sorts of pretty pink roses and daisies on it. Whenever Momma
puts out the pretty tablecloth I like to pretend like I can smell all the flowers. The
daisies always smell 'specially nice.
This time our tablecloth was plain old white, and I couldn't smell no flowers. 1
put my napkin down on my lap and Sandy went and got the biscuts off the stove,
and Momma brought the mashed potatoes to the table in a big steamin' bowl with
thick yellow bumer running down the sides, and my stomach started rumblin' and I
was lickin' my lips, thinkin' how good dinner was gonna be, when Momma set
down a great big steamin' tray of porkchops, right in the middle of the kitchen table.
I looked at Daddy, and I thought he'd be startin' to cry, but he was smilin' his
great big happy smile, starin' right at those porkchops and suckin' in a great big
breath like he was gettin' ready to dive into a swimmin' hole. And then I looked at
Sandy, but she was smoothing her napkin on her lap and foldin' her hands to say
grace. But then I saw that Momma didn't have that great big proud look on her face
she always gets whenever we sit down to a table full of good, hearty food. Momma
looked like she looks when old Eddie, the mailman, brings a big thick stack of
env'lopes and says "sorry m'am" as he hands them to her. Momma wasn't smilin' at
all, she was just scoopin' the mashed potatoes onto our plates, pouring us all great
big glasses of ice-cold milk, and pretendin' like she didn't even see the tray of pork
chops she just set down on the table.
Then Daddy said, "Well, Violet, this looks like a fine meal, I guess you
outdone yourself." And Momma looked at Daddy and told him, "I'm sorry, Jacob,
but the family's gotta eat." And Daddy didn't say anything, he just planted his fork
into the biggest, juiciest porkchop, and he set it down right on my plate. Then he
put one on Sandy's, then Mamma's, then his own. I just sat there with my hands
in my lap, Starin' down at that great big porkchop, thinkin' how I wasn't very
hungry anymore. Momma and Sandy were eatin' real slow, cuttin' their food up
into little bites and chewin' it up real good before swallowin'. Daddy was eatin'
like a combine, shovelin' pork and potatoes into his mouth so fast I was afraid he
was gonna eat the plate. I just kept sittin' there, lookin' at my porkchop, wishin' it
was on someone else's plate.
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"Eat your dmner. " Daddy was Jookln' at me across the table as lle dug

ms tork

into another greasy porkchop and dropped it onto his messy plate.
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"I'm not vety hungty," I said, 'cause really I wasn't and I didn't know why
Daddy was.
"I don't care if you're hungry or not, I want you to eat that porkchop."
Daddy wasn't srnilin' anymore and I knew he was gettin' mad, so I picked up
my fork and scooped up some mashed potatoes, and then I took a little, ladylike
bite, just like Momma and Sandy.
"Now eat your porkchop."
"Daddy, I don't want any." Momma and Sandy had stopped eatin' and they were
all lookin' at me, Daddy still had his fork in his hand, and he was pointin' it at me
just the way old lady Wiliker points her chalk at the class when somebody just made
a fartin' noise or somethin'.
"Young lady if you don't eat that porkchop I'm goin' outside and cuttin' a switch
from the rosebush."
"Jacob, if she's not hungty I think she can just be excused from the table."
Momma had picked her fork back up and was chewin' up a small bite of porkchop,
as if to show Daddy how the whole thing was really just silly. But Daddy didn't even
look at Momma.
"Am I gonna' hafta cut me a switch?"
Now I was staltin' to cry, 'cause Daddy never whipped me anymore, even when
I did somethin' really bad like trippin' Jimmy Johnson on his way off the schoolbus.
And I just couldn't eat d1at porkchop, even though I knew I'd get in trouble if I
didn't.
"Jacob, leave the girl alone."
"Goddamnit Violet, I told her to eat that porkchop, and she's gonna eat it if I
have to shove it down 'er throat!"
Momma looked at me and smiled, "Honey, why don't you take your porkchop
outside and eat it on the porch?"
Daddy looked right at Momma, and he was madder than I'd ever seen 'im
before. His face was all red and his eyes were real wide and watery. Sandy didn't
know what to do, and I sure didn't either, so I just did what Momma told me and
picked my porkchop off d1e plate and canied it out of the kitchen. It felt all wet and
slippety in my fingers, but I wouldn't drop it, even though it was still hot and grease
was drippin' off it onto the floor. Sandy watched me get up and leave, but Momma
and Daddy just sat d1ere lookin' at each od1er like they was both fixin' to cry.
I walked real slow to d1e front porch, drippin' hot grease onto the shiny wood of
the hall floor, cuppin' my hand under the falling grease as I passed over the
homemade yarn rug in our livin' room, swingin' open the screen door with my hip,
steppin' out the summer twilight with a steanli.ng porkchop in my hand. Once I got
outside I didn't know what to do, so I went runnin' over to the barn and climbed up
into d1e old hayloft, catcl1i.n' my skirt on a rusty nail as I climbed up the knotty old
ladder with one hand.
Once I got up to d1e top wid1 d1e hay and dusty pitchforks, I sat next to the big
window, and pretended like I was a starvin' man in a desert, who had a big juicy
apple in his hand. I closed my eyes and it got so I could feel d1e burnin' hot sand
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under my feet, just like when you run barefoot across blacktop in the summertime.
And the greasy porkchop in my hand started to feel hard and round, just like a fresh
handpicked apple. But I didn't get to bite into th' apple, 'cause soon's I brought it up
to my face it smelled just like a porkchop. And then I started to cry again when I
heard this tiny sound in the barn below. And I looked down and there was good old
Betsy, cryin' for me to stroke 'er tail. So I called her up into the loft "Here kitty, kitty,
kitty, kitteeee. " And she jumped up right next to me all soft and ladylike, then she
stuck her pretty little nose right into the porkchop, and she looked right up at me
and let out this long "meeeowww ... " like to say how she really wanted some
porkchop.
And then I looked down at the piece of Daddy's favorite pig that I was holdin'
in my hand, and I ripped off a little chunk of it and held it out for Betsy. Then she
took it gently 'tween her teeth, just like she was some kinda princess, and she
chewed it up with a bunch of quick, tiny bites. And then I ripped her off another
piece, and then another, and Betsy just sat there, purrin' and chewin' and I thought
about how when Able was alive he prob'ly woulda scared Betsy to pieces, but here
she was, eatin' Daddy's favorite pig and lovin' it just like it was a baby field mouse.
And when the meat was all gone from the porkchop, and all that was left was a
sticky pig-bone, Betsy licked off all my fingers, all the time soundin' like a big, happy
tractor truck.
Momma and Daddy had a big fight that night, and I didn't go back into the
house 'till I heard Daddy get into the Fiery Old Red Dump and drive away. I walked
in through tl1e screen door and Momma was sittin at the kitchen table, drinkin' a cup
of coffee which she didn't hardly ever do.
"Don't forget to wash your hands honey."
"They're clean Momma. "
"Wash 'em again sweetheart, I always want my girls to have clean hands. "
"Okay Momma. "
And then I went and washed my hands in the sink with lots of hot water and
lathery soap, washing off the smell of the porkchop and the rough, pink feelin' Betsy
left on my fingers with her tongue. Then I kissed Momma goodnight, and I layed in
my bed for a long time, listenin' to the crickets and waitin' for Daddy to come home.
I woke up in the mornin' to the warm sun comin' in my bedroom window, and
the birds chirpin' and the smell of bacon fryin' in the kitchen. I opened and closed
my eyes a few times real slow, and then I yawned and stretched and pulled on my
skirt and blouse. Then I picked up my brush and my rubberbands and I walked
downstairs to the kitchen where Momma and Sandy were already sittin round the
table. And Daddy was settin down a big platter of eggs and bacon right on top of a
bunch of pink roses and daisies. And tl1e flower's smelled real good that mornin',
and everyone was smilin', and I took some bacon off the platter and put it in the
napkin on my lap. And after all the plates were cleared Daddy brushed out my hair
and put in my pigtails. And then I kissed him on the cheek and I took that bacon up
in the old hayloft. And I sat up there feed.in' Betsy, as Daddy drove out to the fields,
and Momma did the mornin' dishes.
- Carey Christie '95
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