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Darren Duggins

White, Wooden Fences

“Pa!” Forrest’s voice echoed through the heavy, still air in the trailer.  
“Pa!” There was still no response.  
“Damnit Pa!  Wake up!  You gotta go to work.  You already missed three days this week and you heard what Jerry said bout missin’ ‘nother day.”
“Pa!”  Forrest had had enough.  This is how it was every time he tried to wake his dad up for work.  He might as well have been talking to the walls.  As he got off the couch he knocked a beer can off the coffee table which he went out of his way to kick at the wall.  He walked to the other end of the trailer and banged on his dad’s door.  When there was no answer he peeked inside and saw his dad lying face down on his sheet less mattress.  Forrest didn’t realize his dad was dead until he tried to shake him awake.  Forrest fell to the floor and lay there like a baby animal that lies next to its dead mother.  
After awhile he sat up and saw a handkerchief on the crate his dad used for a nightstand.  He grabbed it and wiped the tears from his eyes and put it in his pocket.  He walked to the kitchen and called the sheriff.  

Forrest didn’t wait for the sheriff to get there. He walked out the back.  The sound of the slamming screen door cut through the hot, muggy night.  Forrest wasn’t sure where he would go, but he didn’t care.  By the time he got to the edge of the woods he had already begun to wipe the sweat from his face.  There was a full moon to light the way, but that didn’t matter.  Forrest knew these woods like the back of his hand.  There were three paths he could take.  One would lead him to the edge of town.  The other would take him to the back fields of his friend Joey’s property, and the last would take him away from town deep into Jackson County far from everything.  
He decided to take the path towards town.  As he emerged from the woods Forrest could see the faint glow of the street lights in the distance.  It was still about two miles further.  About half way there he found the dirt road he was looking for.  He turned right and began to follow it.  It was starting to get late.  He yawned.  Just a little further, he thought.  Soon he could see a group of trees in the distance surrounded by fields like an island in the sea.  As he approached the trees he saw the dim outline of the old rusted out ’38 Ford Coupe he knew so well, his bed for the night.  
Inside the car he found his bottle of whiskey that he left under the front seat last weekend.  It seemed like such a long time ago.  He and Joey had brought a couple of girls there to drink and smoke.  After the boozes kicked in and Forrest and Joey had gotten their courage up, they had begun to make out with the girls.  Forrest thought it was the best thing ever.  It was the first time he had gotten to second base.  He was glad they didn’t drink it all though.  He started to chug what was left of it, but about half way through he coughed and gagged.  His eyes began to water and his nostrils burned every time he took a breath.  “Fuck it,” he said, and swallowed the rest.  
He lay and listened to the sounds of the summer night as he thought.  He remembered when he was younger and his dad brought him here to teach him how to shoot.  “Hold her steady, line up der sight,” he could hear his dad’s voice like it was only yesterday.  Forrest remembered how proud he felt when the window shattered all over the inside of the car and how happy his dad was; “Woowee, that’s my boy,” he had shouted.  Then, after the shooting was done he gave Forrest his pocket knife and told him about his grandfather, and how he had got that knife in World War I from a dead German.  Forrest wanted to cry.  He wanted to let it all out, but he didn’t.  He held it in just like his father taught him.
It was late when Forrest awoke to the sound of his stomach growling.  He hadn’t brought any food with him and knew there wasn’t anything to eat in the trailer.  He checked his pockets and found fifty-seven cents.  “Good enough for a hot meal at the diner” he mumbled as he started on his way into town.
The diner went silent when he walked through the door.  Although he was looking at the floor he could feel everyone’s eyes on him as he made his way to the counter.  “Ah hell,” he whispered to himself when he saw who was working.  It was Laura.  A few weeks ago he and his buddies all ran out on their bill.  The last thing he could hear as he ran out the door was Laura’s voice, “Forrest, if I ever see you a’ gin I’m a call the sheriff….”she said something else but he didn’t wait around to hear it.  He sat down at the counter and tried not to look her in the eye.  

“Hey Forrest, bet you’re hungry,” she said as she wiped the counter off.
“Yes M’aam.” He replied.

“What’ll it be, the usual?”

“That’d be just fine.”  She went through the sliding doors into the kitchen and out of sight.  Forrest was looking out the window to his left when he saw his friend Joey walk by.  Forrest went over and tapped on the glass to get his attention.  Joey came in, but not to the awkward silence that had greeted Forrest only moments before. 

“Hey, people all roun’ town been talking bout cha, is it true?”
“Yeah, it’s true,” Forrest replied.  His eyes began to water.  He took a drink of coke and swallowed hard.  He quickly looked around to see if anyone noticed, but no one did, not even Joey.
“Yer takin’ this pretty good.  Hell, I seen ya get more emotional when yer dog went and got himself run over, you sure yer alright?”

“Yeah I’m fine, thanks for remindin’ me bout Colby.”

“Shit, I’m sorry man ya know I ain’t good with this kind of stuff….So, where ya goin to whats ya goin’ to do.”

“Don’t know yet, haven’t figured it out.”

“Well ya ever need a place to sleep ya can always climb in my window after ma and pa falls asleep.”
“Thanks, I’ll keep that in mind.”

“Hey ya member them two girls from up in Sioux falls that we met at the fair last week?  Afterwards we took ‘em down to the car.”
“Yea, I r’member.”

“Well it turns out Bethany has a boyfriend, and he’s been lookin’ for ya.”

“Ya mean Suzy has a boyfriend.  I was with Suzy and you were with Bethany.  Ya already forgot der names.”  Forrest laughed for the first time in awhile.
“I didn’t even learn their names.  Anyways, I was walkin’ through town yesterday evenin’ when this mean ugly lookin fellar pulled beside me in an ol’ beat up truck.”

“Hey ya know Forrest,” he asked me.

“Well I didn’t know what to say, so I says yea I know Forrest.”

“He says, tell him I’m a lookin for him, he’s been messin’ with my girl.  He also says for you to meet him down at da caves tonight at midnight if ya ain’t scared to get hurt somethin’ fierce.”  

Forrest just sat there and grinned, “scared,” he mumbled shaking his head.

“So ya goin’ to meet him?”

“Yer god damn right I’m a meet him!”  Forrest slammed his fist on the counter rattling the silverware in front of him.  “Meet me at Bushman’s at eleven and tell Derrick and Brian.  You better be getting out of here though, Laura’s workin’.”
“Hell, why didn’t ya say so, I’m outta here, see ya tonight….oh, and Forrest, I’m real sorry ‘bout your Pa.”

“Yea, me too.”


Just about the time Joey walked out the door and disappeared around the corner Laura came through the swinging doors with his meal.  

“Here ya go hun,” she said as she set the plate in front of him.

Forrest’s plate was heaped with food.  For a second he thought it was strange there was so much food and wondered if he was going to have to pay for two meals which would have been a problem because he only had enough money for one, but the smell of the hash browns, the biscuits with gravy, and the eggs quickly made him forget about all that.  When he was almost done Laura came over and asked him if he wanted any dessert.
“No thank ya m’aam,” he said, “How much do I owe ya?”

“It’s on the house honey, you just make sure you take care of yourself and if yer ever hungry make sure you come see me.”

Forrest thanked her and left.  He still had the fifty seven cents in his pocket so he went to the general store.  Forrest opened the door ringing the bell above him.  Dr.  Waters was stocking the shelves when Forrest walked in.  Dr. Waters wore glasses and always had the same emotionless expression on his face.  He didn’t say anything to Forrest.  Forrest walked down the aisles pretending like he was looking for something and after a minute or two he nonchalantly made his way back of the store where the liquor was.  Forrest looked up to find Dr. Waters.  He had his back to him so Forrest took a pint of whiskey and stuffed it in his pants and quickly continued on his way.  When he got to the candy section he grabbed a pack of bubblegum and took it to the counter.  Mr. Waters saw him out of the corner of his eye and quickly moved to the back of the counter.  
“This be all,” he said in a monotone voice.

“That’s it,” Forrest replied.
“Five cents.”  Forrest put a nickel on the counter and walked out the door.  

Forrest thought about saving the whiskey for later because he always liked to be a little drunk when he got into a fight but decided against it.  He knew Brian would have something for him to drink anyways.  He walked to the town square.  There was a small patch of woods behind the post office and barber shop where he could drink in peace.  He found a log to sit on.  He sat and thought while he drank his whiskey.  He thought a little about what he might do, but mostly about Suzy and how much better life was only a few days ago.  When he was finished with the bottle he threw it against a tree trunk.  It didn’t break; it just hit with a thud and landed on the ground.  He left the woods and was walking in front of the barber shop when he stubbed the front of his sneaker on the ground and tripped.  Almost simultaneously police lights came on and he could the siren.

“Shit,” he muttered.  It was the sheriff.  


“Dang it Forrest!  It ain’t even eight o’clock and yer already drunk” the Sheriff said.

“I ain’t drunk!” Forrest retorted.

“Ain’t drunk my ass! I smell it on ya clear as day.”

Forrest didn’t say anything he just stared down at the floorboard of the car.  He felt a bit awkward it wasn’t often he was in the front of the sheriff’s car.

“Now I know your goin through a tough time right now, that’s why you need someone to look after ya.  Mrs. Martha wants you to come live with her and Fred.”

“I ain’t livin’ with the Coopers.  I’m fifteen years old; I can take care of myself.”

“Well, I don’t know ya got a lot of choice in the matter, law says ya gotta have a guardian til’ yer eighteen and since ya ain’t got no relatives it’s either Martha or da state.”  
Forrest was silent for a moment as he looked out the passenger window at the sea of fireflies dancing over a corn field in the glow of a full summer moon.  After a moment he spoke.  
“I ain’t livin with the Coopers!”  The sheriff reached in his breast pocket and pulled out a pack of cigarettes.  He lit one up and passed the pack over to Forrest.  “Cigarette?”  Forrest took two and lit one up.  

“I know this isn’t what ya want, but it’s the best thing for ya……if ya keep on this path there’s only two things can happen.  Ya go to jail or end up dead…..believe me, I know, one time I was young and wild too.”  

“So where we goin’?  Station’s other way.”  Forrest took the last drag off his cigarette and flicked it out the window.  The air blowing through his hair felt good. 
“I ain’t takin ya to the station.”  
Forrest was silent again.  He may have been young but he wasn’t naïve.  He knew where he was being taken and he wanted no part of it.  


Fred was walking up to the house after a long, hard day’s work when the sheriff and Forrest pulled up.

“How ya doin’ Fred?” the sheriff asked.  

“Oh, I’m a’right I’m a reckin, how bout yerself?”  
Forrest got out of the car and leaned up against the door with his arms crossed.  He didn’t say anything.
“Bout as well as could be…..corn’s lookin’ good.”

“Yea, it’s been the wettest summer I can r’member in a long time, should have a good harvest this year.”

Martha walked out the front door wiping her hands on her apron.  

“Hello ma’am, how are ya?” the sheriff asked.

She walked over to Forrest and gave him a big hug and ran her fingers through his hair.  

“Hey hun, come in and get something to eat,” she said.  Forrest followed her up the stairs and into the dimly lit kitchen while the sheriff stayed and talked with Fred for awhile.  Forrest sat at the table just to be polite but he didn’t plan on staying there long.  He was angry.  He didn’t want to be here; he didn’t want anything to do with these strangers.  Besides, he was still full from his meal at the diner.  
“If it’s all the same to ya, I’d like to go to bed,” he said.  

“Oh of course, ya must be exhausted, follow me, I’ll show ya to yer room.”

She led him up a flight of stairs behind the kitchen.  The second floor opened up to a small sitting room with bedrooms on both sides.  She turned to the left.

“Well, here it is-- it’s not much but I think you’ll find it’s a’right.”  Although all the windows were open it was still hot and muggy.

“Thank ya kindly,” Forrest said.

“I’ll leave a plate of food for ya if ya get hungry during the night……”  She stood at the edge of the door for a moment.  She looked nervous and unsure of herself.  She wanted to squeeze Forrest and tell him everything was going to be ok, but she didn’t.  “Goodnight, I’ll see ya in the morning,” she said, and walked down the stairs.  

Forrest was hot and uncomfortable.  He just lay in bed, with the covers off and the window open, thinking while the crickets, oblivious to life’s pain, chirped.  After awhile he got thirsty and decided to go down to the kitchen for a drink of water.  He could see the lights on at the top of the stairs.  He was about to turn the corner at the bottom when he heard voices and stopped.  

“And when were ya goin ta tell me bout the boy livin wit us.”

“Well I was fixin’ on askin’ ya tonight; I didn’t know the sheriff was goin to bring him so soon, but he has no one….he needs to be cared for.  B’sides he can help on the farm, yer always sayin’ how it’s gettin’ to be too much for ya.”

“I never said dat.  He ain’t goin ta work, he don’t want ta be here, just more food on da table.”

“Fred Montogmery Cooper! His Mother was my best friend…..” Forrest had heard enough.  He quietly went back upstairs.  He wasn’t sure what time it was, but knew he should be leaving pretty soon to meet Joey at Bushman’s.  He looked out his window and saw only the gravel driveway below him so he went to the room across from his.  Outside the window was a tall, old tree.  Perfect, he thought.  He climbed out the window onto the roof and made his way over to the tree.  As he was climbing down he lost his grip and fell to the ground spraining his ankle when he landed.  He wanted to scream, but didn’t.  After a few minutes he got up and limped his way to Bushman’s. 

When he got to Bushman’s Joey, Brian, and Derrick were waiting for him in Brian’s truck.  

“About time,” Derrick said.

“What the hell happened to ya?” said Brian as he spit a big chew to the ground.

“I hada sneak out Martha’s house,” Forrest replied.

“Well, get in the truck we don’t have all night.”  
Forrest stepped on the tire and hopped in the back.  As soon as he sat down Brian hit the gas leaving a trail of dust and gravel in the warm summer night.  

“My ankle hurts bad,” Forrest said to Joey who was sitting in the back with him.  Joey handed him a bottle and said, “Here drink this, it’ll make it better.”  Forrest grabbed the bottle and drank the rest. 

“What the hell! Thanks for savin’ me some,” Joey said.
“Yer not the one who’s fightin’ t’night.”

Forrest tossed the bottle behind the truck shattering it on the pavement behind them.  He bent over and tied his sneaker up tight.  It wasn’t long before they took a right off the main highway down the long dirt road to the caves.  


As they drove through the tunnel of trees and over the final hill the glare of headlights could be seen waiting for them.  As they approached it became obvious they were outnumbered.  

“Stop here,” Forrest said.

“What?” Brian asked.

“Stop here and stay the fuck in the truck.”  Brian stopped.  The two trucks were facing each other about sixty yards apart.  The lines were drawn.  Forrest hopped out of the back, being careful not to land on his bad ankle and began to walk towards the others.  He looked back to make sure no one was following him.  This was something he had to do on his own.  Forrest was strangely calm as he limped towards their truck.  He could here the wind blowing the branches of the trees and the sound of whispers as he approached.

“Bout time,” he heard someone from the inside of the truck say.  Forrest put his hand in his pocket to make sure he had his knife. 


Before he could get any closer a boy about his size walked straight up to him and tried to knock him to the ground.  Forrest punched him in the nose and threw him to the side.  He looked down and saw that his hand was covered in blood  The rest of the group rushed him but the truck door opened and a voice said, “Ya’ll don’t touch ‘em, ya can beat the shit outta ‘em when I’m done.”


A young man about four inches taller and much thicker than Forrest stepped out.  Forrest didn’t say anything or show any emotion, but he knew he was in trouble.  

“So, ya think ya can…..” before Johnny could finish Forrest rushed him throwing his hardest punch and connecting with Johnny’s jaw.  Johnny took it like a champ though, and threw two counter punches at Forrest hitting him with both.  Forrest could feel the warm blood running down from his nose which just made him angrier.  Forrest ran at him and shoved him into the truck.  He backed up a step and started throwing punches wildly at Johnny’s head connecting on only a few.  Johnny grabbed Forrest and slammed him into the ground knocking the air out of his lungs.  He gasped for air as he took punch after punch to his face and torso.  Forrest raised his arms to protect himself, and before he knew it Brian had run up and keened Johnny in the face knocking him over into a pool of blood.  Derrick and Joey were only a split second behind. 


They pulled Forrest to his feet and began to drag him away.  Johnny was dazed but his boy’s weren’t.  They began to bum rush Forrest so Brian pulled his knife.
“I ain’t playin’, I’ll kill every last one of ya!” he yelled.

“This is over for t’night, now get!”  Johnny’s boys pulled him to his feet and began to slowly back away.  Joey and Derrick helped Forrest back to the truck while Brian watched their backs.  Once they got to the truck they all jumped in as quickly as possible and sped away.  


None of them were relaxed until they pulled back on the main road and were sure that they weren’t being followed.  Forrest was sitting in the passenger seat next to Brian.  Brian looked over at him.  He could see the knots on Forrest’s face from the glow of the moon.  Forrest just sat there with his arm out the window and the warm summer air blowing on his face.  Brian waited a few minutes before he said anything. 

“Are you a’right?” he asked. 

“Yeah I’m fine.  Just take me home.”  Brian swallowed hard and cleared his throat.  He didn’t want to ask him where home was.  

“Sorry,” he said. “Couldn’t hear ya, where we goin?”

“Just take me to the Coopers,” Forrest said.  He reached into his pocket to find the other cigarette he took from the sheriff when he realized his pocket knife was gone. 

“Shit!” he said.  “We got to go back.”

“Go back?” Brian asked puzzled.

“Yea, go back, I lost my knife.”

“No, we can’t go back, for all we know Johnny and his boys are still down there.”  Forrest grabbed the wheel and jerked the truck to the side of the road.  
“We have to go back; my pa gave me that knife!”  
Brian sat and thought for a minute.  He turned the music a little louder and turned around.  By the time they got back to the caves Johnny and his boy’s were gone.  Brian put the truck in park and Forrest immediately jumped out to search for the knife.  Brian turned his brights on and everyone in the truck got out to help him search but it was no luck.
“Come on Forrest,” Derrick said, “Its hopeless, ya ain’t goin to find it….Hell, if ya did drop it one of ‘em surely found it and took it.”  Forrest didn’t want to give up, but he knew Derrick was right. After a few more minutes they all got in the truck and left.  


It was early in the morning when Forrest got back to the Coopers.  He knew he couldn’t climb back up the tree so he hobbled up the stairs of the porch and quietly tried to open the door.  It was unlocked.  As silently as possible he walked up the stairs and into his room and fell asleep.  


Bright and early the next morning Betty, oblivious to everything that had happened the night before, gently shook Forrest awake.  He rolled over and pulled the covers over his face so she wouldn’t see his welts.  
“Get up and get dressed,” she said. 

“Get dressed for what?” said Forrest as he pulled the blankets over his head.  

“Yer father’s funeral.”  She didn’t have to say anymore.  Somehow Forrest had completely forgotten all about it.

“I ain’t goin.”  

“Well, he was your Father, I ain’t goin to make ya go but we’re leavin’ in an hour be there or not.”  She went back downstairs and Forrest just laid there and thought for a moment.  He heard the kitchen door shut after awhile and realized that they left him.  He dragged himself out of bed and changed into the only pair of clean clothes he had.  

He walked down the gravel road that connected to the highway, turned left, and began to make his way to the church.  About half of the way there a car stopped and asked him if he needed a ride.  It was Laura.  He was tired of walking and knew it would be too late if he walked the whole way there so he jumped in.  Neither one said anything on the drive.  Forrest and Laura were the last ones there.  The preacher had already begun when they sat down on the last pew.  The preacher said his words and asked if there was anything anyone else wanted to say.  The room went silent for a moment.  Forrest finally stood up and walked to the pulpit.  He stood tall and cleared his throat.

“I know most of ya’ll don’t think my pa was a good man, but I was all he had and he was all I had and that’s about all I got to say, thank ya kindly.”  Forrest wiped the tears from his eyes with his sleeve and was about to sit down when he saw the preacher motion for him to stop.  Fred and Joey walked up the aisle.  He hadn’t even noticed Joey was there.  They each took one corner of the coffin and carried it out the side door to the cemetery. 
It was cloudy and a light rain had begun to fall.  The preacher said a few more words before the casket was lowered into the ground.  Everyone paid their last respects and left.  Forrest just stood there in the rain.  After most people had left Forrest walked to the white, wooden fence behind the cemetery.  He climbed on top of it and sat there for a moment, lost in his thoughts.  He was startled by a hand on his shoulder.  It was Fred.
“I know you’re hurtin’ right now,” he said.  “My Pa died when I was only twelve, but before he passed he gave me his pocket knife….and…..well…I don’t need it anymore so I’d like you to have it.”  Forrest, with tears in his eyes, took it and said thank you.  For awhile they just both sat there, without saying a word, and watched the rain fall on the corn.  

