
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	

	
	
Firebird and Gremlin 
 
 

"It's Holly's story, but I tell it better," Brother says. 
"Not true!" Holly cries, making a fist. "I tell it best because it is mine—and makes me furious just 
 thinking about it." 
 Audrey, the eldest, corrects them both. "If it weren't for the Firebird you wouldn't have anything 
 to be furious about, and there'd be nothing to tell. It started with me, and that's that." 

 
It started with Grandaddy dying. By 1977 he was already two years gone. As quickly as she dared, Nana 
sold the ranch and moved back to Houston into a garden home off Memorial Park, her yellow Cadillac 
safe behind an electric gate. Nana replaced crocheting with shopping, and it was Audrey who first 
benefitted from her grandmother's new hobby. 
 They all remember the summer morning in 1977. Daddy made sure they left early enough to eat 
breakfast at the McDonalds in Liberty. Driving the old Chevy ranch truck, he preached a sermon the 
length of Highway 326 and most of 90 on the responsibilities of owning an automobile. Over the heads 
of Holly and Brother, he lectured his eldest daughter about regular oil checks, octane, and the self-
righteousness of small-town law enforcement. Audrey nodded and said "Yes, sir" when he paused 
between thoughts. Hers were focused elsewhere as she stared out the window at the tall, straight pines 
of the Big Thicket. 
 When they arrived in Houston, Nana took the girls with her, leading the way to the Pontiac 
dealership. Daddy and Brother followed behind in the Chevy, waving and cursing at Nana when she 
slowed to stop at yellow traffic lights. They piled out and waited on the showroom floor for the car to be 
brought around. Audrey could not stand still. Her white-blond ponytail wagged side to side as she hopped 
in little circles, clapping her hands under her chin and moaning. The Firebird lunged at the glass and 
blinded them. Sunlight flamed in bright flashes off its shiny, white enamel. The dealer dropped the keys 
into Audrey’s palm. She shrieked and grabbed Nana, spinning her around in a stranglehold. 
 Driving back the way they came, the sisters explored the radio. Audrey visualized her senior 
year, all scenes played out in and around the Firebird. Each one came to pass as planned. She twice led a 
pack of seniors, inebriated and laughing, down the same stretch of Highway 90 to see ZZ Top and the 
Rolling Stones at the Astrodome. Audrey was homecoming queen in that car. She also lost her virginity in 
it, which is not an easy thing to accomplish in a Firebird. 

 
"It made everything possible," Audrey gushes, savoring the memory. 
"Like what, for instance?" Brother goads her. But this is where the story changes hands. Holly       
snatches it from her older sister. 



Mother found the first joint in her gym bag. It was 1979, Holly's sophomore year. By the time she was 
driving, Holly had alarmed her parents with a steadily mounting stream of excesses. By her senior year 
they were provoked into action. 
 The morning drive to Houston was an entirely different occasion this time. It was roomier, for 
starters, just Holly, Brother, and Daddy, silent behind the wheel. Dark hair flying, dark eyes shining, Holly 
had dreams to nurse. They were vivid, exciting images of her own sleek automobile and a desperate 
escape from her parents' tyranny. There was no need to ignore Daddy. Daddy wasn't speaking to her. 
 They followed Nana to a used car lot and waited, sweating in the summer sun. The salesman 
returned with an old black Gremlin. He climbed out and left it idling. The impotent “put-put” of the 
engine filled Holly with dread. She felt a heavy weight, an embarrassment she wished would grind her 
into the asphalt, out of sight. Nana patted her shoulder. "A sensible car for a nice, sensible girl," she said. 
 That evening Holly dented the fender against a convenience store. By the end of the week, the 
door on the driver's side was badly scratched. Her friends took up the cause and helped Holly make a 
joke of it. They began hitting things and laughing, having accidents for fun. If they were wedged into a 
tight spot they would get out by slamming the cars in front and in back. If they wanted to change 
directions they'd fly over medians or down into the grassy gullies between lanes. When they needed a 
joint, they'd pull off the highway into the pines, making their own path into the Big Thicket. 
 

"I wanted to slit my wrists. Nana's, too. I had to drive it, but I didn't have to like it." 
"Nana and Daddy didn't understand," Audrey reminds her. 
"They thought I was crazy, but we had the best time. We bashed the shit out of that car." 
"Then came Brother," the youngest adds, picking up the story. 

 
The bottom fell out of oil and Nana's fortunes were turning by the time Brother came along. There 
would be no new car for him and he knew it. The summer of 1985 came and went with no morning trip 
to Houston. There wasn't much left in the Gremlin. Everyone knew that. Daddy gave it to Brother with a 
warning, "Do not leave the city limits in this car." 
 But what are warnings? Brother wasn't going to miss the first midnight run of his senior year. 
High and full of beer, he followed the others to the coast, and there on the beach the Gremlin died a 
painful, hacking death. 
 At dawn Brother called home and woke up Daddy. Daddy took his time getting dressed. He 
even made a pot of coffee and read the sports page before starting off in the Chevy. The morning was 
bright but mild, and the salty air coming from the Gulf carried the cool pungency of early fall. Daddy 
wasn't angry anymore, just resolute, as he turned onto 87 at High Island. He drove along the shore road 
until he saw the familiar black heap stuck in the wet sand. 
 "Give me the keys, Son," were the first words out of his mouth, spoken in a calm voice. He 
clamped Brother's shoulder with his big, calloused hand. "I'm giving it to the first person that walks by." 

 
"That's it? That's all he said?" The sisters ask, surprised. 
"Yep, and believe me, it was a relief for both of us." 

 
They leaned against the Gremlin and waited. It was still early. Eventually, a stooped old man with a 
toothless grin and an Astro's cap appeared on the beach. Carrying a rod and a coffee can, he shuffled up 
to the car to talk sea bass with the two strangers. A minute later he blinked at a set of keys in his dirty 
palm. The man with the cowboy hat and the boy climbed into the Chevy and drove away. 
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