
It really wasn’t root beer. 

 I lit the first match. The grinding of the flint made a pleasing sound. Quickly I blew it out. 

 See, I’m not like all those others. I lit another and this time shook it out. I let the next one burn a 

little longer, until it just warmed my fingers. This is easy. How could anyone let this get out of hand? They 

must have been younger. I’m twelve and this is easy for me. 

 Then I lit another. And another. Each one I let burn down further than the last. The warmth on my 

fingers had no effect. You just light the match, blow it out and you’re done. Simple. How do some kids 

manage to burn down entire houses or apartments? 

 Soon enough, I had a nice little stack of matches lying next to my knee. Carefully I arranged them 

into a log cabin formation. There weren’t quite enough, but the beginnings of the tinder cabin on my 

bedroom floor intrigued me. I decided the white walls, clean khaki carpet, and a navy floral bedspread 

that surrounded me in my own room would never have been found in this lonesome log structure. I struck 

another match and started making a roof for the tiny cabin. After a thin roof was constructed, the cabin 

lost its appeal. My attention was on the intensity and brightness that each strike produced. 

 But the matches were not enough. Hotter and bigger. It’s gotta be bigger. The Kleenex box was 

sitting on my dresser, taunting, teasing. “Here I am, look at me,” it cried. Kleenex, that’s good. 

 I lit the first corner, and quickly blew it out. The edge had a nice charred color. Jagged and rough, 

except for one little section that was still white, much too white. So, I lit another. Except now it was black, 

much too black. 

 I needed another Kleenex. This time I would do it perfectly. Just a little burnt around the edges, 

and a nice little circle in the middle, just like a snowflake. All I had to do was let it burn just the right 

amount, and then blow it out. 

 Whoosh! Just as I started to light the match for the second Kleenex, the first one that had been 

lying on the carpet burst into flames. They were not large, but in my surprise and panic, they were 

immense. The brilliant orange sparks were probably only six inches high, but they seemed to be 

threatening me with their long, searing tentacles. What do I do? What do I do? 

Stop, drop and roll! 

Not smoke, but panic stung my eyes, and it wasn’t flames, but a rush of fearful anxiety that 

flushed my face. Quickly I grabbed a sampler afghan that some great-relative had made. I whipped the 

parrot green and orange crochet squares down on the top of the now dwindling flames. They were 

smothered. Never take bandage off, until you’re absolutely sure the bleeding has stopped, popped into 

my head. What if I lift the blanket and the flames re-ignite?  

 I sat that way for a moment before I peeked under the blanket. No flames slapped my face, so I 

lifted it the rest of the way. It was stuck to the carpet and needed to be peeled back. Bits of blackened 

Kleenex stuck to the blanket, like a forgotten wad of used tissue accidentally sent tumbling through the 

dryer. 

 Now look, how am I going to get out of this one? The singed circle on the carpet in front of my 

crossed legs was about three inches around. It was not perfectly shaped, but looked kind of like Ireland. I 

tilted my head and now it was more like Oahu. 



 Cautiously I reached out with my hand. The same fingers that were previously immune to the 

heat of the matches were not completely sensitive to the slight warmth that remained in the carpet. It 

wasn’t soft, or even carpety-feeling anymore. Instead it was smooth, like glass, but with little bumps and 

ridges. The top layer of the carpet had formed a crust of melted fibers.  

 How am I going to explain this? What can I say? What does it look like? I looked around my 

room. My curling iron doesn’t get this hot; besides it isn’t shaped like Oahu. What else? Nothing, there 

was nothing else. Nothing but doom, I thought.  

 “You were doing WHAT?” my dad would demand. “Don’t you know how stupid that is? What 

made you thing you were any different from all those kids who burn down entire houses and apartments? 

Lucky, just damn lucky,” he would harrumph.  

 Get rid of it. Scissors, where are they? Top drawer. I tried cutting off the top layer of carpet crust. 

Gotta get the scissors down underneath the top layer, then cut. It was too tough. Try something else. 

Brown, what’s brown that would make a spot like that? Root beer! There was even a case of root beer in 

the grub room, and I drank it all the time. They knew I did.  

 I wanted to get a can right now, but what if when I opened my bedroom door, they smelled the 

smoke and blackness. I imagined clouds of darkness drifting out, around the corner, up the stairs and 

exploring the rest of the house.  

 Open the window. An Alaskan January of twenty-five below and I opened the window. The crisp 

air was beyond refreshing, it was absolutely chilling. But I endured it, as a type of self-punishment. Bits of 

snow from the windows sill swirled about, almost like dancing sparks. When I thought I had suffered 

enough, and my ears were numb, I closed the window. Now it’s safe to open the door and leave. But what 

if they walk by and see this brown Oahu in the middle of my floor. Should I cover it up? I’ll only be gone 

for thirty seconds. I tossed a book over the spot. Does that look casual enough? It did. 

 But would they believe it was root beer? Back in my room, with the door closed, I opened the can 

and had one tiny sip. It tasted spoiled and sour today. Then I poured at least half of the can over the 

dreaded spot. If I let it soak there long enough, I might actually convince myself that it really was root 

beer. 

 But it really wasn’t root beer. 

 “What can you do about this spot?” she asked several months later. I hung behind my mother’s 

shoulder. She was still tall enough to block me from sight. 

 “Looks like the top of the fibers have been somehow melted together,” Mr. Clean Carpet 

observed, kneeling his tall frame over to get a better look. My face felt as if it would burst into flames any 

minute, just like the Kleenex. “That is not something that can be cleaned. It would have to be replaced. 

Do you want to do that? It would mean replacing about a square foot of carpet.” 

 My mom sighed. I was sure that the tips of my ears were turning brown and crispy, just like the 

kleenex. 

 “Your other option is to just rearrange some of the furniture.” 

 I should have thought of that myself. 

- Holly Troxell 


