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Mariah
by Greg Garrett

i.
How come you never see women’s under
wear along the road?
Sorry. That’s probably a random thing to start
off with, but it’s been on my mind. When I was
out on my bike today I saw four pair of men’s
underwear in the weeds or down in the culverts—
three pair of briefs that looked like they’d been
through one of those paper shredders and a ratty
old pair of plaid boxers.
This isn’t the first time I’ve seen underwear
along the roads. Men are all shits, my momma
says, and this is some kind of proof, I guess.
What possesses somebody to just toss their un
derwear out the window? I don’t care if they
haven’t worn them for years and they just use
them as rags to wax their cars or something. No
woman would ever throw her underwear out
along the road, not even my momma when she’s
at her drunkest.
I see things like this because I ride my bike
every day, even when it’s hot like it is in Okla
homa in August and Gary England says on TV
that the heat index is 115 degrees in the shade. I
started riding my bike because I had to get out
of the house, but now I ride it every day because
I’ve decided to be a model and I need to try and
lose some weight. I have great cheekbones, and
my hair is black and wavy, not straight like my
mother’s, or kinky like my father’s in the pic
tures I've seen of him. They were both hand
some people once, and people say that I’m strik
ing, and if I can only lose some weight and get
out of this town I think I could really be some
thing.
My name is Maria Freeman, and I’m thir
teen years old, although I look older on account
of I’m a little heavy and I have breasts. My
momma named me after a famous Indian balle
rina, which is what she wanted to be before my
father got her pregnant and all, but I tell people
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it’s pronounced “Mariah,” like Mariah Carey,
who is also really striking and is my idol. My
father went to Watonga High School with my
momma and when he got her pregnant, they got
married at the African M ethodist Episcopal
church where my Freeman grandfather is the
pastor, but then when my momma went into la
bor, no one could find my father to take her to
the hospital, and no one’s ever found him since.
I only see his parents a couple of times a year,
which is sad since we only live a few blocks from
each other and I see my Grandmother Smallfeet
who lives on the other side of town almost every
day. I know they love me, because they’re al
ways giving me nice things, like this bike. They
bought it at a garage sale, but it’s a really nice
bike, a 21-speed that maybe some rich white kid
got rid of because he was getting an even better
bike, so anyway, I know they love me, but I don't
think they like seeing me very much because I
remind them that their son is a bad person.
He was their baby and they haven’t seen him
since he took off when I was born, although
they’ve heard he’s working on an oil rig off the
Texas coast. It can’t be an easy thing to know
that your baby, who you brought into this world
and brought up to do right, is a shit, which is
what my father is, and I know this even without
my momma telling me.

ii.

Every day I go out on this bike that my Free
man grandparents bought me, I ride twenty-five
miles, out past the fairgrounds and north of town
and past my cousin Phillip One Horse’s place
and then west to the Canadian River and to a big
abandoned bridge that nobody uses any more
because it’s got holes in it and then back south
past the airport with all the little one-engine
planes that never seem to go anywhere and past
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the street where my Grandmother Smallfeet lives
and then past the big gram elevators, and finally
east over the railroad tracks and back to our little
frame house which needs painting bad and has
ever since I can remember and probably always
will since my momma will never marry a man
who would do it and she'll probably never be
sober enough again to climb a ladder herself and
I’ll be damned if I’m going to do it if nobody
else cares.

Even before I knew I was losing weight so I
could be a model. I liked riding my bike. Since I
always ride this same way, I get to see beautiful
country, the wheat blowing in the wind some
times as tar as your eye can see. rippling like I
bet the ocean does if you're out in the middle of
it, only this is a golden ocean like in a fairy tale
or something. I get to see the river, which most
of the time isn't much more than a creek, wide
sand bars and a trickle of water down in the bot-
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tom, except when we get a big rain and the river
fills the banks and the abandoned bridge kind of
shudders at the water rushing by underneath it.
Besides the wheat and alfalta and pasturelands,
there are trees down in the creek bottoms and
all along the river—big cottonwoods and oak
trees, and dark green cedar trees across all the
hillsides—and those hills, which are nice to look
at but not always to ride up.
You also get to see all sorts of other things,
and not just guys’ underwear, thank God. The
first week I rode my bike,
some boys in a pickup
truck whistled at me,
which at the time made me
feel good and I thought
about it for days, the two
of them in that old yellow
Chevy truck waving as
they went past, until I saw
something else that
changed everything for me.
It was a Polaroid picture,
and it was facing picture
side up under the hot sun
not more than a few feet off
the cracked asphalt shoul
der. I put on the brakes and
circled back to it, and when
I saw what it was. I laid my
bike down in the grass and
sat down next to the picture
and picked it up gently.
The picture was of a
girl maybe not much older
than me. It had seen some
use, because it was creased
some and had been
trimmed at the sides,
maybe to fit in a wallet, but
it hadn’t been alongside the
road for long, first, because
the sun hadn't faded it, and
second, because I would

have seen it if it had been there for more than a
day. In the picture, the girl’s arms were raised in
such a way that you could see that she had taken
her own picture in a mirror. You couldn’t see
her face, but you could see her bare breasts,
which were a little bigger than mine and very
pretty, and her stomach, which was a lot smaller
than mine and also pretty. She was wearing flow
ered cotton panties, and she had nice thighs,
which were all I could see of her legs.
The picture first made me feel kind of sexy,
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made my stomach kind of tighten, and that wor
ried me some. My friend Tandy, who’s seen me
naked when I’ve stayed over at her house, says
I have nice breasts, and I wondered if maybe
she is a lesbian ever since she said that and if
maybe I was a lesbian since I noticed this girl’s
breasts in her picture. Maybe that’s how you start
being a lesbian, thinking that some girl has nice
breasts. Of course, my momma has always told
me I ought to be a lesbian so I’ll never have to
take shit off any man, but Momma will sleep with
any man who will buy her a six-pack, Momma
is about as far from a lesbian as you can get, and
if she doesn’t take her own advice, then why
should I?
The longer I sat and looked at that picture,
though, the less sexy I felt and the sadder I got.
Some guy. a guy that this girl loved and had
maybe even slept with, had begged her for a pic
ture of her without her clothes so he could al
ways have it near him and so he could remem
ber her beautiful body even when he was far
away from her. And she loved him so much that
even though she was embarrassed and scared and
she didn’t ever want to do something like this,
when ner parents were away she fixed her hair
reai pretty and put on her makeup the way he
liked it and then she went out to the hail closet
and took down the Polaroid camera and saw there
were eight pictures left and maybe her dad
wouldn’t miss just one.
Then she went in her bathroom and closed
the door and took off her shirt and her jeans and
she stood there for awhile in front of the mirror
in just her underwear, and she thought about him
and how much she loved him and the nice way
he talked to her in front of her friends and how
he was hardly ever mean to her like most boys,
and so she took off her bra, and right away her
nipples stood up in the cold air coming from the
vent. They hurt, she didn’t feel sexy at all, but
he would probably think it was sexy because he
was just a boy and didn’t know any better and
couldn’t see inside her to know what she felt.

No matter how long she stood there, though,
she just could not take a picture of herself bare
naked. He had said he wanted to see her whole
body, but she just couldn’t do that. He also
wanted to see her face, but what if his mother
found this and told her mother? So she left her
panties on and aimed the camera down so her
head was out of the frame, and then she snapped
the picture.
And she gave it to him, and he admired it
and kissed her and maybe looking at it did get
him to feeling sexy and they made love and
maybe she thought he really did love her and
turning herself into a body on a Polaroid was all
worth it.
But now he didn’t love her anymore, and his
friends didn’t get excited anymore when he
showed her picture around, she was just old
news, and so he tossed her Polaroid out the win
dow like he was tossing her out of his life, like
he never wanted to see her again, like what she’d
gone through for him didn’t mean anything at
all. And that’s when I started thinking about how
I was going to lose all this weight and become a
supermodel like Kate Moss or Cindy Crawford
and no man was ever going to be able to leave
me behind or toss me out a window and think
he’d never see me again, because every time he
turned on the TV or rode past a billboard or
picked up a magazine, there I’d be.

iii.

My cousin Phillip One Horse is not a very
close cousin, so don’t be thinking bad things
about me when I tell you this part. We are re
lated through my Grandmother Smallfeet, who
is grandmother in some way to just about every
Cheyenne in Oklahoma and has adopted the rest,
so it’s not surprising, maybe, that I don’t know
him at all, only know of him. He is one of the
most famous Cheyenne since we rode horses and
fought white soldiers. He was a bank robber or
something like that and he did time in the peni
WESTVIEW
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tentiary at McAlester and some of the boys say
he was in the American Indian Movement and
was a political prisoner. My momma, when his
name came up, would just spit and say to steer
clear of him, that he was a bad man among bad
men.
So I always pedaled hard past his place,
whicn was not always easy to do, seeing as how
it was uphill on a dirt road and it was really sandy
and my bike slid around and 1 couldn’t get any
traction. It was a spooky-looking farm, because
the fences were sagging and fence posts were
gray and rotted and broken off, and it looked
like only ghosts lived there. His old trailer was
down on the other side of the hill, people said,
and when anybody besides my grandmother
came near he would shoot at them.
One day, though, I was pedaling up the long
hill and saw a man out fixing Phillip’s fence. He
was digging new holes for fence posts with a
posthole digger, and he had his shirt off and he
had broad broad shoulders and a tiny waist and
long black hair with threads of gray that flew in
the wind, and then he turned because he heard
me coming and it was Phillip. He raised a gloved
hand in greeting as I rode past, and he smiled a
small sad smile, and 1 thought I had never seen
eyes like his. eyes that looked like they’d seen
everything under the sun.
He turned back to his work, and when I
looked back he was digging away. Maybe he’d
forgotten about me already, but I couldn’t get
him out of my mind. For weeks I lay in bed and
dreamed, not dreaming, exactly, but more like
daydreams. I dreamed about Phillip’s shoulders
and his long hair and his eyes. I dreamed that
Phillip would ask me to go for a ride in a big
convertible and we’d end up on a five-state crime
spree, robbing banks and killing people and be
coming national celebrities and loving each other
in the back seat of the big convertible, which
was a little scary to think about but exciting too.
The newspapers and the tabloid shows would
call us “kissing cousins,” which we would be,
16
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and even though I have never really kissed a boy,
Phillip would know how. I just knew Phillip
would be a good kisser. After I thought about
that for awhile, though, I always started feeling
guilty, because I know killing people isn’t right,
not even people who work in banks, so that
dream isn’t a good idea for a lot of reasons, I
guess, even if it would get me out of Watonga
for good.
My momma has always thought I was going
to get in trouble with some boy, but she’s not
talking crime spree trouble. “You're going to
wind up just like me,” is what she always tells
me when she’s feeling drunk and hurtful. Just
like her is old and fat and tired. My momma used
to be an Indian Princess at the powwows and
dance in a pretty costume with beads and bells,
but she hasn’t danced since I came along. She
drinks too much and she smokes too much and
it’s turned her round and leathery like an old
football.
I know this is what happens to lots of women
in Watonga, Indians especially, but black and
white ones too. Some man gets them in trouble
and then all they can do is depend on men and
hate them and hate themselves for depending on
them. But not me. Mrs. Hursh told me back when
I was in fourth grade that I was smart and that I
could do anything I set my mind to. I loved her.
She never treated me like I was a half-breed or
stupid, like some people. Maybe I’ll never leave
town with Phillip—which, more I think about
it, is a stupid dream, like a bad movie—but when
I’m a supermodel, all of this—my momma and
my daddy and this good-for-nothing town—will
seem like a story that happened to somebody
else, like a story I heard once and don’t ever have
to hear again.
iv.

The reason I had to get out of the house and
started riding my bike this summer is because
my momma is all the time bringing men home,
sometimes even in the middle of the day, and
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I'm getting too big to pretend I don't know and who don’t care about her even a little bit,
what’s going on, getting too big, period. They but then I don’t really understand how sex works
are the same men, mostly, although they come and I don't think I want to know.
in all shapes, sizes, and colors. I know them, and
That’s why every time there’s a car or truck
they are all shits, like my momma says, and there parked in our yard I knock before I come in, be
is not a good man among them, although that cause a couple of times walking in on your
doesn’t mean that there aren't some good men momma sliding around on top of some ugly man
somewhere in the world, no matter what Momma is plenty if you ask me. But this time I’m think
thinks. Sometimes they give her a little bit of ing of, which was not too long ago, I knocked
money to come visit, but mostly they’ve run and I didn’t hear any noise, and so I opened the
across her in the bar or have driven by with a door and went inside. The house was dark and
six-pack of some bargain beer, Old Milwaukee hot, and the air inside smelled so bitter and hate
or Schlitz, or with a bottle of cheap wine, Night ful that it was all I could do not to turn and run
Train or Thunderbird. Momma isn’t much par back outside. When my eyesight adjusted to the
ticular. And after they’ve been drinking for dim light. I could see that my momma and Harley
awhile, if I’m home my momma sends me away Olson were dead drunk and lay draped across
to my grandmother's house across town, and each other and across our old sofa with the
then I guess they have sex. I don’t know how springs kind of sticking up in places, which is
she has sex with all these men, who are creepy why we have it covered with an old blanket.
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Harley used to be a drunk farmer living out south
of town toward Geary and now was just a drunk.
He came around every couple of months, when
he got his rent checks, Momma said, from the
people farming his place now.
At last I figured out the smell. Momma had
thrown up all over the place, all over herself and
all over Harley and all over the blanket, and I
hoped nowhere else, since if I didn’t clean it up,
it would be there until the house fell down. There
was a bottle of Early Times on the table mostly
gone. It was better whiskey than Momma was
used to, which might explain why she got sick
and then why she got unconscious.
Harley stirred after a bit, though, like he
could feel he was being watched, and looked up
at me from the couch. “Hey,” he said, trying to
focus on me and not having much luck. He was
looking all over the place and I was standing still.
“Hey,” I said. I didn’t want to talk to him, so
I turned and went back to my room and lay down.
I could hear Harley staggering around in the
front room and then I heard him coming down
the hall, probably to use the bathroom, I thought,
except he opened my door and came in and
closed it behind him and the back of my neck
started to prickle up like those dogs that come
barking out to chase me when I’m riding past
their houses.
“Bathroom’s down the hall,” I said, and sat
up on the bed.
“Don’t need it,” he said and took a few steps
and stood weaving in front of me.
“Momma?” I called, but there was nothing
from the front of the house but some snores that
sounded like explosions in a war movie.
“She done give out on me,” Harley said. His
nose wrinkled every couple of seconds, like it at
least knew how bad he stunk. The rest of him
didn’t seem to know—or maybe didn’t care—
that he had vomit smeared across his chest and
down his left arm.
“Momma,” I called louder.
“She’s passed out cold,” he said, and his hand
18
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ran down my arm, and the springs sang out in
fear as he sat down hard on the bed next to me.
His hand had trailed off my arm to the hem of
my biking shorts. He was staring down at my
breasts.
I stood up then and crossed my arms in front
of me and backed into the corner. I could hardly
talk but I knew I had to, that it was my only
chance to keep something bad from happening.
“Don’t,” I said. “Please don’t. You just get
out of here, Harley Olson. Go on home now.”
“Don’t be like that,” he said, and he stumbled
to his feet and leaned in toward me and one hand
took me at the waist and the other started down
from my throat to my breasts and on south. My
stomach jumped inward at his touch like I’d been
stung. I could smell the whiskey on his hot breath
and the sour vomit on his shirt, and I raised my
right hand to his face to try and hold him back
while the left was running across my desk—cup,
notebook, stapler. I found the ceramic bookend
in the shape of a horse’s head and grabbed it up
and raised it high while my books fell around
our feet like dominos, and then I smashed him
hard across the head with it.
It sounded like somebody thumping a
melon. His eyes rolled a little and a red seam of
blood appeared in his greasy gray hair and he
dropped to his knees in front of me, but his arms
were still around me and his face was buried be
tween my legs and I could feel him moaning
there and I hit him again, hard as I could, and he
let go of me and stopped moaning and I pushed
him down and ran for the door and out of the
house.
I had enough of my mind working to hop on
my bike, although I could have run all the way
across town, I was that scared. 1 was crying and
my heart was pounding like it wanted to climb
out of my chest and I felt dirty like I never would
get clean again no matter how hard I scrubbed
or how hot the water.
I was still crying when I got there, and when
I said what happened my grandmother wanted
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to go across town and kill this Harley Olson
where he lay—she pulled her longest bread knife
out of the drawer and slipped her feet into her
tennis shoes without laces, since with her arthri
tis she can’t tie them any more—but I convinced
her that he hadn’t really hurt me and just scared
me mostly and that if she tried to walk all the
way across town on a hot day like today it would
likely kill her dead before she even got the
chance to visit that fate on Harley. So she let out
a big sigh and sat me down at the kitchen table
and took my hand in her old dry wrinkled hands
and squeezed it and she could still give a pretty
good squeeze for a woman my momma said was
older than God. We sat for a long time like that,
my hand in hers, her head cocked to one side
like she was listening for a hint about what to
tell me.
“These things should not happen to a girl like
you,” she said after awhile. “But they do and they
always have and I am sorry. I want you to re
member something.” Her little glittering eyes
were on me and I couldn’t look away, even
though I didn’t want to talk about this, I just
wanted to crawl under the table and hide and
never come out.
“Okay,” I said, and I took a deep breath. “Go
ahead.”
“A bad man can touch your body but never
your spirit. That belongs to God.”
“It feels like he run off my spirit,” I said,
and I started crying again. “Just run it clean off.
It feels like there’s nothing in me now but dirty
things and no hope and evil and I’ll never be a
little girl again.”
And my grandmother started crying too, and
she held out her arms to me and I got on my
knees and snuggled in next to her and held on
tight while she sang to me. She felt like a pil
lowcase full of old bones, and the skin on her
arms was like paper, but her grip was tight, and

her voice, when she stopped crying, was strong.
She sang in a high voice like she used to when I
was a baby and she was singing me to sleep. It
was a Cheyenne hero song about a warrior who
made a long ride across the plains and brought
back magical gifts to his people. Even though I
didn’t know the words, it always made me feel
peaceful, and even though she couldn’t fix me,
she could tell me that she loved me and that I
was a good person and that what happened to
me was not my fault and that if she ever saw
that Harley Olson again she would cut his heart
out and feed it to him, all of which made me
feel better.
When I told my momma later what happened,
she didn’t seem to care much. It was worse,
even—she said I shouldn’t ought to go bashing
her men over the head with ceramic bookends,
and that anyway, men were going to have their
way with me some day, and I might as well get
used to the idea now or it would be hard on me
later.
“I’m not going to get used to the idea,” I said,
and it was the first time I had ever talked back
to my momma. “I’m not like you and I never
will be.”
She jumped to her feet in front of me and
raised her hand. I flinched away from her, but
then she sighed and her face kind of folded in
on itself with sadness and her hand dropped
gentle to my face and she just shook her head
and said, “You’ll see, little one. You’ll see.”
But I won’t see. I’m not going to wind up
old and fat in this sorry nothing of a town. I’m
smart and I have great cheekbones and I have a
plan. I’m going to ride my bike every day like
somebody is after me, and I’m going to give up
cokes and Cheetos and cupcakes, and I’m going
to get so skinny that one of these days I’ll just
disappear.
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